




































































































conflicts in the Spain of today but more 
through its effects on the people in my 
play than directly through stage action. 47 

In a black line drawing on a white ground with green and 

red areas of unshaded colour Picasso designed a curtain 

which, according to Barnes, represents the concept of des-

tiny carrying its victims away. 

The later work of Picasso as a theatre designer does 

not represent as important a contribution as do his 1917 

to 1924 collaborations. After 1924, Picasso devoted all 

of his time to his own work, and after 1950 spent little 

time in Paris, the centre of French theatre. The subjects 

of the later productions did not relate to Picasso's parti-

cular interests in the way that Parade and Pulcinella had, 

in evoking his fondness for circus life, or Le Tricorne 

and Cuadro Flamenco, in recalling his childhood in Spain. 

In this later period Picasso made special designs only for 

the ballets Icare and L'Apres-Midi d'un Faune, the productions 

of his old friend of Les Ballets Russes, Serge Lifar, and 

for the tragedy Oedipe Roi. Nevertheless, his willingness 

to assist indicates his continued interest in the theatre 

and the appropriateness of his choice of drawings or paint-

ings to be adapted as curtain, backdrop or programme reveals 

his understanding of many different theatrical subjects. 

Because he had always been interested in exploring the 

47 
Quoted by .Clive Barnes, New York Times, 17 september, 1963,p.31. 
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possibilities of different artistic media, a factor in his 

success as a stage decorator, Picasso's decision to contri­

bute to the French theatre as a dramatist seems a very 

natural step. We shall discuss his two short works later. 
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CONCLUSION 

A review of the foregoing evidence shows that although he 

was originally chosen to collaborate in production of Les Bal-

lets Russes because of the controversial art form he represented, 

Pablo Picasso soon proved that his contributions to the French 

theatre would be valued for more than their provocative nature. 

If a tumultuous audience reaction was an indicator of the 

success of the theatre production to those seeking novelty and 

shock, productions such as Parade and Mercure could be considered 

successful, because the riots which greeted the first perform-

ances of both these ballets insured that remaining performances 

would be well attended. The ultimate success of these ballets 

is however, in the artist's innovative approach which changed 

artistic perceptions in French theatre. It is in these two 

ballets that Picasso's influence is present in all the artistic 

aspects of production and even suggests the necessary form of 

choreography. These two ballets are also the most innovative 

and the least understood of his theatrical works. They introduce 

to ballet a contemporary life subject in the case of Parade and, 

in the case of Mercure, a classical subject treated in a modern 

comic way. The narrative plot in both ballets is omitted in 

favour of a cubist-style analysis and presentation of the subject 
• ~.- ...... rl~ • ~- -__ ..,.,,.. ~- ---~ 

from different aspects. Both make no attempt at presenting 

trompe l'oeil realism in either sets or costumes. Both stress 

the separate reality of the stage in deliberately unreal costumes-

decor: the managers in Parade and the practicables in Mercure. 

Both have sets which reduce the depiction of location to the 
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barest essentials. The circus tent of Parade is limited, for 

example, to its proscenium arc~; while in Mercure a Roman bath 

is a mere rectangular box with heads poking through its water 

surface. The comic grotesque nature of Parade's sway-backed 

horse is equalled by the bewigged male actors with red false 

breasts in Mercure. 

The cubist characteristics seen in Parade and Mercure are 

presented to a lesser degree in the other productions. Contem-

porary life subjects are treated in Cu~dro Flamenco, Le Train 

Bleu, Le Rendez-Vous and Les Passions Contraires, while tradi­

tional subjects form the balance of the remainder: ancient classic 

myths in Antigone, Oedipe Roi, Andromaque and Icare, seventeenth 

century Commedia dell'Arte in Pulcinella, the French revolution 

in Le 14 Juillet, and a nineteenth century literary classic in 

Le Tricorne. 

The success of Picasso's decors for these productions is 

the result of his sensitive understanding of the author's work. 

In the case of Cuadro Flamenco and Le Tricorne, his early life 

in Spain and his interest in her cultural traditions, the bull­

fight and folkloric dances, form the basis for his ability to 

create backgrounds which furnish immediate recognition of locale. 

Pulcinella and Parade are the result of his interest in circus 

life as we have seen, and of his visit to Naples where he saw 

actual impromptu theatre performances. 

But Picasso's rapport with more lyrical productions such as 

L'Apres-Midi d'un Faune, Chant Funebre and Les Passions Contraires 

is owed less to his own background than to his friendship with the 
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poets of his time, Max Jacob, Andre Salmon, Rainer Maria Rilke 

and Guillaume Apollinaire from his earliest days in Paris, and 

later Jean Cocteau, Raymond Queneau, Paul Eluard and Paul Leau-

taud. Our study of this part of his activity in the theatre 

leads us to agree with Cocteau that Picasso's syntax, being 

• 1 bl • I 48 v~sua , was compara e to a writer s. Certainly his technique 

of juxtaposing disparate objects to create the shock of a new 

discovery is not unlike the poet's technique of ostranenie, the 

49 
placing of words in new and strange contexts. 

As well as displaying his sympathetic understanding of poets 

and classical subjects, Picasso was able to earn the respect and 

friendship of composers Erik Satie and Igor Stravinsky. Serge 

Lifar and Leonide Massine were inspired to depart from classic 

choreography - indeed Picasso's costumes in Parade and Mercure 

made this a necessity - and include mimed gestures and acrobatics, 

combining the real with the ballet movements. In much the same 

way Satie's inclusion of klaxon horns and typewriters in the mu-

sical score of Parade also imitates Picasso and Braque's techni-

que of including real materials in collage paintings. 

That Picasso continued to be asked for his assistance in 

theatre projects in a peripheral way long after the exciting years 

of Les Ballets Russes testifies to the reputation he had acquired 

as an artist in the theatre. He could not only interpret dramatic 

48 

49 

Cf. quote, page 16 

It was Cocteau who requested Picasso's collaboration in 
Oedipe Roi and Andromaque, two plays which have as their 
subject classic myths. 
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works but also had the interest, energy and physical stamina 

to realize his projects, often on very short notice. This also 

provided for Picasso, who no longer had the time to devote to 

an entire artistic production, a means tu continue his cullabo-

ration with the poets, composers, choreographers, dramatists 

and actors whose work was a source of great stimulation to him. 

In the words of Apollinaire, the great collaboration that 

began with Parade formed "la synthese des arts, de la musique, 

de la peinture, de la litterature ... Il n'y a la qu'une recher-

che pour aboutir a de nouvelles expressions parfaitement legi­

times. 1150 Apollinaire called this artistic cross-fertilization 

"l'esprit nouveau" in an attempt to sum up Picasso's theatrical 

contributions, his innovative techniques that would change the 

thinking of those who came after. Although Apollinaire is 

talking about poets, his words describe with singular aptness 

Picasso, the poet of plastic art: 

50 

51 

Il lutte pour le retablissement de l'esprit 
d'initiative, pour la claire comprehension 
de son temps et pour ouvrir de vues nouvelles 
sur l'univers exterieur et interieur qui ne 
soient point inferieures a celles que les 
savants de toutes categories decouvrent cha­
que jour et dont ils tirent des merveilles. 51 

Guillaume Apollinaire, "L'Esprit Nouveau et les poetes", 
(1 de c em iH e , 1 ~ L 8) I r. 3 9 h . Mercure de France, YDT, 

Ibid. 
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Le Desir attraRe par la queue 

(a) Context 

1 

2 

3 

During the winter of 1941 Parisians were beginning 

to face the reality of defeat. Picasso, who had elected 

to endure the cold and hunger of occupied France rather 

than spend his time more comfortably in North America, 

turned from brush to pen and in four days of feverish 

writing created Le Desir attrape par la queue. 

We can only speculate on his reasons for expressing 

his anger and frustration through drama rather than paint­

ing. Given his predilection for contemporary life subjects
1 

Picasso faced a problem. His protest painting Guernica was 

well known to the Nazis and he was constantly bothered by 

the visits of their officers.
2 

Another painting of this 

sort would have been a dangerous project. 

Picasso may have been inspired to write through a con-

versation with Sabartes which took place at that time. The 

two friends discussed authors whose visual descriptions 

seem to indicate a wish to paint rather than write. 3 By 

reversing this idea Picasso found a medium which gave him 

anonymity; he was unknown as a writer. Furthermore, cubist 

techniques put into words would be incomprehensible to non-

In this context Parade was the first ballet to have a contempo-
rary life subject. 

A propos Guernica, a Nazi officer pointing to a photo of the 
huge painting asked, "Was it you who did it?" The artist replied 
"No, you did." Vallentin, Picasso (Paris: Ed. Albin Michel, 1957), 
p. 352. 

Jaime Sabartes, An Intimate Portrait, trans. Angel Flores (New 
York: Prentice-Hall, 1948), p.19. 
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initiates. This obscurity provided a shield allowing him 

greater freedom of expression. The play was put aside 

until March 1944, when Picasso's friends gave a reading 

of it at the home of Michel Leiris, public performance 

being impossible at the time. For those who understood 

Picasso's work, the play was a morale booster after many 

long years of occupation, just as Apollinaire's play Les 

Mamelles de Tiresias bad been in 1917. According to Michel 

Leiris, more than a hundred people were present at the 

first performance, and it had to be repeated several times.
4 

The audience included actor Jean-Louis Rarrault and writers 

Armand Salacrou and Paul Eluard. Albert Camus was the di-

rector. The cast was most impressive: 

Zanie Aubier - Tarte 

Simone de Beauvoir - Cousine 

Dora Maar - Angoisse Maigre 

Germaine Huguet - Angoisse Grasse 

Louise Leiris - Toutous 

Michel Leiris - Gros Pied 

Jean-Paul Sartre - Bout Rond 

Raymond Queneau - Oignon 

Jacques Bost - Silence 

Jean Aubier - Rideaux 

Quoted by Roland Penrose, Foreword, Desire Caught by the 
Tail, trans~ation by Penrose of Le Desir attrape par la 
~e (London: Calder and Boyers, 1970), p. 12. 
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Georges Hugnet was in charge of the gramophone selections 

which were used as musical accompaniment. 

Three years later in 1947 a reading was given in 

London using Roland Penrose's translation at the London 

5 
Gallery in Brook Street, and in 1950 a second reading of 

this translation was given by the Institute of Contemporary 

Arts at Rudolf Steiner Hall, also in London, with Valentine 

D 11 G P . d d D 1 Th o· 6 
ya as ros ie an y an omas as ignon. 

The play had its first stage production in July 1967 

as the crowning event of the Festival of Free Expression. 

This took place in a huge tent set up in a field near Rama-

tuelle in Southern France. The producer was Victor Herbert, 

directors were Jean-Jacques Lebel and Allan Zion. Decors 

were created from Picasso's sketches by Roger Tallon, Mac 

Donald Prain and Rene Ricbetin. Quasar Kahn created the 

costumes and musical accompaniment was by Soft Machine. 

The cast was: 

Jacques Seiler - Gros Pied 

Jacques Blot - Bout Rond 

Marnie Cabenetos - Tarte 

Taylor Mead - Toutous 

Michelle Lemonnier - Angoisse Grasse 

5 Ibid., p. 12. 

6 
Ibid., p. 13. 
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Rita Renoir - Angoisse Maigre 

Katherine Moreau - Silence 

Laslo Szabo - Oignon 

Dorte Oloe - Cousine 

Ultra Violet Rideaux 
7 -

In May 1982, to mark the centenary of Picasso's birth 

Le Desir attrape par la queue and Picasso's second play Les 

Quatre Petites Filles were performed by the Reading Perform-

ance Group at the Brighton Festival, in translations by Ro-

land Penrose. Five performances were given and background 

talks on Picasso by Roland Penrose and Gavin Henderson were 

8 
scheduled. 

(b) Title 

The title of the play Le Desir attrape par la queue 

is a metaphor for frustration: "desir" being personified 

as an animal caught in a trap, unable to escape or move 

forward. The title is a play on the expression "tirer le 

<liable par la queue", meaning to have trouble making ends 

meet, and thus it describes the actual situation of those 

who had to live through the occupation years in France. 

The title is typical of the puns and plays on words used 

7 "picas s 0 The at re II ' L I A_v_a_n_t_-_s_c_e_n_e ____ T_h_e_a_t_r_e ' D ' (1 9 7 2 ) p . 9 . 

8 Brochure, Brighton Festival, 1982 (Brighton, Brighton Festival 
Society Ltd., 1982), p. 8. 
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b b
. . 9 y cu ist writers. In this case "desir" also implies 

sexual arousal (which is also frustrated in the play) and 

directs the spectator to the double meanings which conti-

nue throughout the play. 

(c) Analysis of Acts I - IV 

Act I 

9 

10 

i) Summary of Plot 

In scene one of the first act (p. 12),
10 

Gros Pied 

begins by announcing the purpose for the meeting 

which is taking place: to tell the cousin the home 

truths. Despite frequent interruptions he discusses 

the rental of a furnished villa referring to the 

"prix des meubles et de la location de la villa" 

and the "compte a regler au proprietaire." The other 

characters are more concerned with a faulty chimney. 

In scene two (p. 13) a violent storm is indicated by 

a change in lighting and the shaking of the curtains. 

The scene ends when fireflies invade the stage. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The dialogue is dominated by Gros Pied whose tone of 

language indicates that he is in charge here. He 

begins in a business-like manner: "treve de plaisante-

ries ... ", "unc fois pour toutes!' Then he alerts the 

Kamber writes of their obsession with and practise of puns 
and credit this as a major influence on surrealism and many 
post-surrealist movements. 
Gerald Kamber, Max Jacob and the Poetics of Cubism (Baltimore 
and London: Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), p. 54. 

Page references refer to Pablo Picasso Le Desir attrape par la 
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spectators to the play's purpose: "dire les quatre 

verites premieres a notre Cousine:, and "deshabiller 

tout de suite le silence ... et le mettre nu dans la 

soupe." 

Oignon also threatens: "examiner au microscope 

d'abord, parcelle a parcelle, les poils follets du 

sujet ... " 

Except for the five lines of discourse which concern 

a smoking chimney, the dialogue is dominated by repe-

tition. Gros Pied begins this with alliteration: 

"causes", "consequences" and "convenances", as well 

as "rides" and "rider". The others continue in a 

simple repetitious: 

Bout Rond: Un moment, un moment 

Gros Pied: Inutile, inutile 

Tarte: Mais enfin, mais enfin 

Gros Pied: Bien 

Bout Rond: Bien, bien 

Toutous: Gua, Gua 

Angoisse Grasse: Je de~ande la parole 

Angoisse Maigre: Moi aussi, moi aussi 

Bout Rond: Au dodo, au dodo 

This last closes the scene by returning to the pattern 

of repetition established at the beginning by: 

"un moment, un moment". This is underlined by: 

10 
queue (Paris: Gallimard 1945) .... ' , 
Theatre, D, (August, 1972). 

reprinted in L'Avant-Scene 
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"Savez-vous l'heure qu'il est? Deux heures un quart." 

which acts as a reminder of the repeated words; there 

are eight different pairs of them. 

The dialogue of the second scene enhances the repe-

tition of the first scene. Rideaux describes the 

storm, repeating "nuit" five times, and pairing "quel" 

and "quelle", "caline" with " de Chine", and "pesti-

lentielle" and "porcelaine". The storm outside: 

"Nuit de tonnerre dans mon ventre incongru" (p. 13) 

is echoed by her body in farting. 

iii) Allusions 

The contrast of Gros Pied's dialogue concerning the 

rental of a villa with that of the other characters 

who talk about the chimney demonstrates Gros Pied's 

concern with the bigger problems, the German occupa­

tion and the shame it brings to France, whereas the 

other characters think only of the problems the occu-

pation brings, such as keeping warm. 

The bitter truth is France's defeat and the cousin 

Gros Pied refers to, is Germany; the expression "cou-

sin germain" means a first cousin. By extension, then 

Tarte must refer to France, (France and Germany being 

the two countries important to the play.) This hypo-

thesis is borne out by Gros 'Pied' s refereace to "les 

causes et les consequences de notre mariage adulterin", 

an allusion to France's defeat and its collaborationist 

Vichy government under Petain, and "les semelles 
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crottees" which is a variant of "avoir les pieds dans 

la crotte", meaning to be in misery. Other veiled re-

ferences point to the political situation: 

place publique du champ clos 
derriere le derriere de l'histoire 
l'ombre portee du compte a regler au proprietaire 

The rental of a villa is used in this way as a meta-

phor for the occupation: selling out to the Germans. 

If the Germans are the "proprietaire", then one's 

house is not one's own. As Angoisse Grasse remarks 

at the end of scene one, (p.13) "Tais-toi, on est en 

visite." 

Scene two reveals the terror of the occupation by using 

the storm as a metaphor and "Porcelaine de Chine" sug-

gests the fragility and preciousness of life for the 

French. 

i) Summary of Plot 

Act two (p. 13) opens with five pairs of disembodied 

feet complaining to one another of chillblains as they 

writhe in pain outside their hotel room doors. At the 

end of the scene, the transparent doors are illuminated 

from behind and monkeys eating carrots can be seen. 

In scene two (p. 13) a bathtub is placed in front of 

the doors. All the characters are in the tub toge-

ther. Tarte is enjoying her bath when the others be-

gin to make disparaging remarks about her. Gros Pied 

extolls her beauty. They all jump out of the tub fully 
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clothed except for Tarte who wears only stockings. 

They begin to set out a picnic but are interrupted by 

undertakers who arrive with coffins and begin to 

characters into the coffins. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The dialogue attributed to the feet in scene I is 

simple: 11 Mes engelures 11 (p. 13) is repeated fourteen 

times. Scene II opens with Tarte's discussion of her 

bath, "bien laves, bien rinces, nets." This pattern 

of multiple repetition continues "mon savon 11
, repeated 

three times, 11 "je te vois", (4), "coquine", (3), then 

three synonyms "vieille putain", 11 petite grue", and 

"garce" are each used once. 

Contrasted with this repetitious language is the ela-

borate speech of Gros Pied in praise of Tarte. He be-

gins in a simple fashion: "Tu as la jambe bien faite et 

le nombril bien tourne, la taille fine " He becomes 

a little vulgar, "et les nichons parfaits" then con-

tinues with careful analysis, "l'arcade sourciliere 

affolante." This last adjective sets up a stream of 

descriptive images which become more and more fantastic 

in which he makes a series of comparisons: 

* Henceforth in 
indicated as 

bouche 

hanches 

vent re 

fesses 

bras 

nid d'hirondelles 

nid de fleurs 

sofa 

loge aux courses de taureaux 

plat de cassoulet 

soupe d'ailerons de requins 

feu d'une soupe aux nids 
d'hirondelles 

the analysis of language, repetitions will be 
(3) for three repetitions, etc. 



and ends it with a progression of three, "man chou, 

man canard, mon loup" which is an echo of Tarte's 

"bi en laves, bien rinces, nets". 

Then, "Je m' affole", repeated four times, recalls 

the pattern set earlier in the scene. 

Tarte's opening dialogue stresses the purifying as­

pect of bathing: "Miroirs de nous-memes, shows the 

improvement in self-image and gives it the religious 

aspect of renewal through baptism or confession with: 

"prets a recommencer de111ain". 

Tarte asks for the flagellation to be continued by 

the name-callers. The expression "passer un savon" 

means to reprimand severely, thus her "oil est mon sa-

van" incites them to continue. Then she implies that 

she enjoys this treatment: "Il sent hon ce savon." 

iii) Allusions 

Gros Pied compares Tarte to the things he likes best: 

flowers, a comfortable sofa, seats at the bull fight 

and food - cassoulet and shark's fin soupe - choices 

which recall the author's life in Southern France. 

The name-calling which identifies Tarte as a prosti­

tute in the eyes of the others continues the metaphor 

established in Act I, of Tarte as a personification 

of France because she prostitutes herself with the 

ennemy. Gros Pied is the only one who is still able 

to find good in her, citing good things of former 

58 



Act III 

times. 

The setting of the second scene, with all the cha­

racters together in the bathtub enacts the idiomatic 

expression "etre dans le bain" meaning to be compro­

mised in a situation or, "all in the same boat". 
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i) Summary of Plot 

Act three takes place in Gros Pied's atelier. In the 

first scene (p. 15), in a long monologue, recited in 

darkness, he extols the virtues of his cook. 

Scene two (p. 15) opens with the arrival of Bout Rond 

who has come to deliver a lottery ticket to Gros Pied. 

He notices the smell of roast pig. Gros Pied pays 

him for the ticket and offers him a glass of water. 

He tells Bout Rond of his problems in renting a house, 

and with a neighbour's cat. Bout Rand offers a possi-

ble solution "Le tuer", to the problem of the cat and 

departs for the neighbourhood bistrot to have coffee. 

In the third scene (p. 15,16) the four women, Tarte 

and her cousin and the two Angoisses, admire the 

sleeping form of Gros Pied. They cut off locks of 

his hair until he is bald. Streaks of sunlight coming 

in through the venetian blinds whip the women until 

they bleed. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The language of Gros Pied's monologue (p.15) is a 

series of word associations falling into several 



categories: 

Gastronomy 

Word Sounds 

Visual 
References 

Related Ideas 
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ragout de mouton, bourguignon, miroton 

ses chairs hachees 

sauts d'humeur 

chauds et froids 

farcis de haine 

l'oeuf frais de son nu 

mouton bourguignon, miroton 

escla-ve, slave 

hispanomauresque, albuminurique 

charme, chamarre, amarre force de 

mare es 

les coins et les recoins 

proportions demesurees, propositions 

emu es 

allure de son amour ... 

allume, allumette 

allure au grand galop de son amour 

j'ecoute a l'oreille du silence 

j'allume les cierges du peche a 
l'allumette 

la luisante superficie du portrait 

la harpe eolienne de ses gros mots 

la fenetre de son regard 

la toile saute l'obstacle et tombe 

allure au grand galop 

la poix et la glu de ses considerations 

detachees 
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la cicatrice de la blessure de son 

caractere 

servante et maitresse 

In the exchange between Gros Pied and Bout Rand (p.15) 

Gros Pied's language continues its freely associative 

poetic style full of imagery, assonance: 

a l'heure de biscottes 

des figues, mi-figues, mi-raisin 

la gloire noire 

ce ban gros de Jules - son gros chat 

cette chipie - mis en charpie 

Bout Rand begins to speak in the same obscure poetic 

style: 

l'echarpe du voile qui pend des cils des persiennes 
essuie les nuages roses sur la glace couleur de ponnne 
du ciel qui se reveille deja a ta fenetre, 

a collection of images whose message is obscure. 

Two homolies are included: 

Gros Pied: "Rira bien qui rira le dernier" 

and Bout Rand: "Folie ! Les hommes sont fous." 

In scene three Gros Pied himself is extolled by 

Angoisse Maigre (p.15). She likens his beauty to a 

star or a dream then continues her comparisons: 

ses cheveux - l'art des arabesques 

teint - sen argentin de la cloche 

corps - rempli de la lumiere 

pan talon - gonf le de parfums 

mains glaces aux fruits 



yeux 

regards 
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- huitres 

- paroles 

While Gros Pied's comparisons group stimuli in pairs 

whose characteristics are related - curly hair and 

arabesques for example - those of Angoisse Maigre are 

unusual juxtapositions: 

Expected Picasso g:!.ves 

teint colour, texture sound 

corps size, strength light 

pan talon sexual smell 

mains strength food 

yeux beauty, colour, look food 

regards sentiment words 

By using the unexpected, the description is more 

powerful. For example by comparing Gros Pied's com-

plexion to the silvery sound of a bell the author re-

veals more about its colour and clarity. Similarly 

"lumiere" implies a body of power and agility, "panta­

lon gonfle de tous les parfums d'Arabie" is se.xually 

exotic, and "paroles de ses regards" signifies the 

expressiveness of his look. 

Cousine relates the story of a former lover (p. 16) 

whom Gros Pied resembles, Tarte repeats "Je l'aime" (4) 

and the language disintegrates into monosyllables as 

the women are being whipped: 

ai (35) 

a (15) 
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with "Oh qu'il est beau" becoming simply "bo" (11), 

the word "hobo" being French baby talk for "hurt". 

iv) Allusions 

Scene I opens with Gros Pied's d~scussion of food pre­

ferences, revealing his longing for a decent meal. But 

he quickly distracts himself with an amusing description 

in culinary terms, of his cook. 

tions sharpen the description. 

More unusual juxtaposi­

For example: 

Gros Pied's auditory image, "la harpe eolienne de ses 

gros mots orduriers et communs" describes his cook's 

conversation as discordant and monotonous - the Aeolian 

harp being sounded by wind to produce a single interval 

usually a fifth. But it is his visual images which re-

veals their author as a painter: "la luisante superfi­

cie du portrait" recalls the Dutch portraiture of the 

seventeenth century with varnished surfaces depicting 

the honest but uninteresting faces of solid citizens 

who commissioned them, and "les roses de ses doigts 

sentent la terebenthine" provides a hint of the author's 

own atelier. The final line "la cuisiniere electrique 

a bon dos" is a play on "cuisiniere" designating both 

cook and stove. The reliability implied in "a ban dos" 

alludes to the cook as compared to Tarte, the steady 

reliability of traditional France personified by the 

cook as opposed to the treacherous collaborators of 

occupied France. 
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In scene two, Bout Rand's "le pont des soupirs" re-

fers to the Bridge of Sighs in Venice through which 

prisoners passed on their way to execution. Its jux-

taposition with the "loterie nationale" alludes to 

the precariousness of existence under Nazi rule when 

survival was a gamble. 

Gros Pied speaks of "la gloire noire" in reference to 

the country's shame, as opposed to "gloire' in the 

Racinian sense denoting honour. This is coupled with 

more references to the rental of a house, i.e. the 

occupation of France. The story of the prowling cat 

refers to the German officers who harassed Picasso by 

visiting his atelier at unexpected moments. Bout Rond's 

proposal to catch the "cat" and make it sing and repair 

watches implies a scheme to catch these "spies" and 

use them for blackmail. The idea of roasting them sug-

gests that they be used as a means for obtaining food. 

Gros Pied's reference to "une plus grande disette nous 

accueille" refers to the lack of food. 

Scene three's story of a gentleman from Chateauroux 

may be a sketch of Jean Giraudoux who had been a stu-

dent in Chateauroux. He later served as Minister of 

Information but resigned in 1940. He wore distinctive 

glasses, and being a diplomat, was rich and cultivated. 

This story is inserted whole, as in a collage. 

The sun coming through the blinds may represent truth 

or exposure which destroys the women. Gros Pied is 

chilled to the marrow at the sight of this cruel revenge: 

"L'os de la moelle charrie des glacsons". 



Act IV 
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i) Summary of Plot 

The lottery mentioned in Act three, Scene two, takes 

place in Act four (p. 16). All are present, expecting 

to win. The wheel turns. Everyone is a winner. The 

act ends with the sound and smell of potatoes frying 

in the prompter's box. Smoke fills the stage. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The text is dominated by words pertaining to the 

lottery. 

Item 

moi 

gagner and variants 

gros lot 

groslotier 

Number of times used 

(11) 

(13) 

(14) 

( 4) 

The last two words lead into Silence's little rhyme: 

"Adieu misere, lait, oeufs et laitiere!" 

Numbers play a role as well. Everyone wants to be 

"premier," a term mentioneq ., four times. With the 

spinning of the wheel the numbers begin, ranging from: 

7 - 249,0089. 

Twenty different numbers are mentioned and not in any 

order, as befits a game of chance. In the final dialo-

gue the numbers counted in sequence by Rideaux 1, 2, 3, 

4, contrast their order with the disorder of the fore­

going. 
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iii) Allusions 

The numbers of the lottery underline the role of chance 

and coincidence in life. Unlike a real lottery, this 

one is absurd because everyone wins. 

i) Summary of Plot 

The lottery wheel is replaced by a camp cot in Act five, 

and Gros Pied lies on it, writing. He is interrupted 

by Tarte who wants to make love. She is also hungry and 

thirsty. They embrace. She urinates into the prompter's 

box. She farts, then sits down to do her toenails. 

Instead of a snack of tea and toast, Gros Pied offers 

her a reading from his account book. 

380,000. 

He begins at page 

They are interrupted by Oignon and Cousine who arrive 

bringing shrimp. Gros Pied scolds them and they are 

offended by his lack of appreciation. Cousine threatens 

to tell Tarte's mother that she is improperly dressed in 

the presence of a man. Tarte denounces Gros Pied and 

goes to the bathroom to dress. In her absence, Gros 

Pied confides that he loves her, but finds her personal 

habits annoying. He has no intention of marrying her. 

Cousine tells him that Tarte has led an exemplary child­

hood and they agree that she still has certain charms. 

After offering a few suggestions for cooking the shrimps 

Oignon and Cousine leave Gros Pied to his writing. Now 

clothed, Tarte emerges from the bathroom and professes 



her love for him. 

of prostitution. 

ii) Summary of Language 
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Then she sets off for an evening 

Gros Pied's monologue (p. 15,16) reading from his own 

work, is filled with images. There are twenty-five 

in all, of which twenty-one are visual and four are 

auditory. Four contain references to food or eating 

(the fourth, fifth, seventh and tent~.) 

Visual 

sauts d'humeur de l'amour 

sauts de cabri de la rage 

la robe amidonnee de riches lambeaux de chair 

le beurre fondu de ses gestes equivoques 

l'oeuf rempli de haine 

les langues de feu de sa volonte 

le citron exaspere se pame 

silence pris au piege 

le reflet ... aromatise la durete de son sang 

les rayons de salive du soleil 

la pointe d'aiguille de l'envie 

les mains pendues au cou 

le jour descend la charge des annees 

la blancheur et la durete du marbre brillant de 

sa douleur 

les draps chif f onnes des pierres 

les joues de la hache 

Pierre dur des anemones 

la chaux vive du rideau 

le soufre du ciel accroche au cadre de la fenetre 



Auditory 

gargarisme du metal fondu de ses cheveux 

l'harmonie du bruit assourdissant 
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des persiennes detachees frappant leurs cloches ivres 

les loups de marteau des f leurs 

Note also Gros Pied's repetition of "pas" (p. 18) empha­

sizes shortage of some of the necessities, for even sta­

ple commodities are unobtainable. 

pas d'eau 

pas de the 

pas de sucre 

pas de tasse in soucoupe 

p a s d e c u i 11 ~ re 

pas de verre 

pas de pain 

pas de conf itures. 

Tarte's speech is full of sexual innuendoes. She says 

she is dying of thirstbut the juxtaposition of thirst 

and nudity underlines the sexuality intended: "Je suis 

toute nue et je meurs: de soif." 

As well "J'ai si chaud", refers to her passion. Her 

analogy between sex and food soon becomes quite clear: 

"Embrassez-moi sur la bouche et ici ici ici et la et 

partout. Apportez-moi une brique. "Brique" means 

"miette". 

Gros Pied continues reading from his book. Visual 



69 

images again dominate, with one food reference to his 

book, "ce gros saucisson". 

and business jargon: 

case provisoire 

fait concret 

a priori 

a aucune retenue 

The language here is legal 

devant sa femme et par-devant notaire 

le seul responsable etabli 

ma responsabilite entiere 

les cas precis 

la vue partielle du sujet mis a table 

degoisant a plein rendement 

coute que coute 

les donnees exactes du cas 

a l'inverse de l'eclairage apporte par les points 

de vue 

sur lesquels appuyer les poids des precisions 

interieures 

fait accompli 

en materialisant convenablement 

He later refers to this reading as "en train d'en 

foutre un coup", a surprising contrast considering 

the dry tone created by the legal terminology and the 

absence of sexual innuendoes. 

Juxtaposed with this sober image of passion is Cousine's 

description of Tarte's behaviour: (p.18) 



peut-etre tres litteraire et tres 
cochon, mais ~a ne fait pas ni Venus 
ni muse 
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which she sums up as "ta deplorable conduite <lever-

gondee". 

Gros Pied is accused by Tarte as being "un cochon, un 

pervers, un raffine et un juif." 

Gros Pied discusses the pros and cons of his relation-

ship with Tarte. (p. 19) 

Positive elements Negative elements 

-j'aime -de ~a a faire d'elle ma femme 

-elle me plait ou ma Venus, il ya un long 

-sa beaute s'excite et difficile chemin. 

-sa puanteur m'affole -sa fa~on de manger a table 

de s'habiller et ses manieres 

si manierees m'emmerdent. 

(iii) Allusions 

In Gros Pied's writing Picasso is poking fun at his 

writer friends. The fantastic images are intention-

ally preposterous while the real message is obscure. 

His descrip~ion of Tarte's attributes recalls his 

first mistress Fernande Olivier who was very beautiful. 

Although they never married, they lived together from 

1905 to 1912. 

·'Writing is What is Remembered, Alice B. Toklas re-

lates Picasso's annoyance with Fernande's "little ways". 

She quotes him as saying after their separation, 
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"I never liked any of her little ways but her beauty 
11· 

always held me." According to Toklas, Fernande's 

only topics of conversation were perfumes and hats. 

Picasso's inclusion in his play of a description of 

his mistress may be due to his associating her with 

the hunger they endured together during meager years. 

Later the hunger caused by the privations of the occu-

pation may have called this period to mind. 

Two autobiographical references to paintings are: 

Gros Pied's mention of Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, 

Picasso's first cubist painting which dates (1907) 

from the time of his relationship to Fernande and 

les tripes que traine Pegase apres la course 
dessinent son portrait sur la blancheur et la 
durete du marbre brillant de sa douleur, 

describes the subject of drawings and paintings made 

in 1933-34. 

Cousine's description of Tarte's model childhood con-

trasts with her behaviour as an adult prostitute. 

This may allude to france's ~ast of rlorious tradition 

and her present "debauchery". Tarte's perfidy is indi-

cated by her wanting then rejecting Gros Pied. Her 

gestures of urinating and farting signify rejection 

of social mores. 

Alice B. Toklas, What is Remembered, (N.Y. Holts Rinehart, 
Winston, 1963), p. 39. 
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Act VI 

(i) Summary of Plot 

Act six takes place in the villa of the Angoisses 

where Angoisse Maigre is cooking for her sister An­

goisse Grasse, who is just getting out of bed. An-

goisse Grasse proposes a toast. Their dinner consists 

of soup, sturgeon, mussels, turkey with stuffing and 

gravy and bread. 

Tarte arrives and they invite her to dine. They ex-

change news. Tarte tells them she has found love. She 

jumps out the window. 

Angoisse Maigre summons everyone with a trumpet. Then 

she asks each person a question, offering a prize for 

correct answers. All are correct. 

Suddenly a large golden ball appears, casting a blind­

ing light around the room. Shielding their eyes, they 

all point accusingly at one another. 

ne" appears on the ball. 

(ii) Summary of Language 

The word "Person-

Angoisse Maigre's speech (p. 19) contains references 

to hunger and food, cold, love and suffering. 

Hunger le petit sac de pralines ... me brule 

les mains 

ma chair a saucisse 

faim de loup 

soif oceane 



Cold la plaie des engelures 

je ne suis que l'ame congelee 

mains glacees 
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Love la brulure de mes passions malsaines 

fistule purulente dans mon coeur 

l'amour joue aux billes 

Suffering 

carrousel echevele de mes desirs 

marchandise de ma douleur 

a toute misericorde 

The references "faim de loup", "soif oceane" and "je 

ne suis que l'ame congelee" may also refer to love. 

The recipe, which begins logically: 

melon d'Espagne 

de l'huile de palme 

du citron 

des feves 

sel 

vinaigre 

mie de pain 

ends in fantasy. 

Then the list combines sense with nonsense: 

mettre a cuire a feux doux 

retirer delicatement de temps en temps une ame 

en peine de purgatoire 

refroidir 

reproduire a mille exemplaires sur japon imperial 

laisser prendre la glace a temps pour pouvoir la 

donner aux poulpes 



---------- --------
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Thus the recipe is a collage-like inclusion which seems 

to go slightly awry. 

(iii) Allusions 

The speech of Angoisse Maigre (p. 19) reveals the areas 

of her anxiety - lack of love is the most important, 

then cold and hunger. She speaks of "l'egout de notre 

maison" refering to France. Other references to nation-

al shame are: "plier le linge sale tache de sang et d'ex­

crements", whereas sang denotes the heroism, excrements 

bring forth images of shame: "la mare gla cee de mes cha­

grins", "je me suis etendue sur l'ordure de cette eau" 

and "j 'ai tenu longtemps ma bouche ouverte pour recevoir 

mes larmes". 

Indeed the story of "la robe de dentelles que je portais 

en bal blanc" which is later "toute mitee et pleine de 

taches" suggests a comparison with France's shame. 

Cooperation with the Nazis in return for food is proba­

bly the allusion in: "suivre derriere le corbillard des 

sauts de carpe que le gros teinturier ... voulait met-

tre a mes pieds" (p. 19) 

as well as "un serin qui chantait toute la nuit" (p. 20) 

a canary being a caged bird which depends on its owner 

to feed it. 

Picasso's early association with the clowns of the Cir­

que Medrano taught him the vocabulary of clowns, "saut 

de carpe" is a comical, inelegant movement they used. 

The whole act invites conjectural interpretation. For 
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instance, the toast to "la joie, l'amour et le 

printemps (p. 20) seems to be a plea for a new begin-

ning. This is underlined by "decoupe la dinde et sers-

toi convenablement de la farce." Dinde being figurative 

speech for stupid girl, in this case, France. 

The unhappy fate of Oignon who is "pale et defait, 

trempe d'urine et blesse, traverse au front par une 

pique" (p. 20), mc:y refer to brutal punishment he has 

received, an allusion to his association with Cousine. 

Love's fate, that of being reduced to a beggar, also 

sums up earlier allusions in the speech of Angoisse 

Maigre, as well as the blighted passion of Tarte and 

Gros Pied in act five. "La chatte a eu ses petits. 

Nous les avons noyes" (p. 20) may be another reference 

to the frustrations of love. It could also be an allu-

sion to "le gros chat" of scene two, act three, where 

the prowling cat calls to mind German soldiers and the 

guerilla tactics of the French Resistance. 

Whatever the interpretation, the images are of cruelty 

and retaliation. 

The questions asked (p. 20) are absurd and any answer 

is acceptable. Prizes are equally absurd. This may 

allude to the meaninglessness of war. 

Tarte's closing speech is a final accounting in which 

she sums up the glorious traditions of France which are 

symbolized by food: 



' 
600 litres de lait dans mes nichons de truie 

du jambon 

du gras double 

du saucisson 

des tripes 

du boudin 

cheveux couverts de chipolatas 

which she contrasts to the infection, decay and di­

sease which characterize France's misery during the 

occupation: 

gencives mauves 

du sucre dans les urines 

blanc d'oeuf plein les mains nouees de goutte 

cavernes osseuses 

du fiel 

des chancres 

des fistules 

des ecrouelles 

levres tordues de miel et de guimauve 
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She underlines her identification with France; she is 

mother country as well as seductress describing the 

dichotomy of the collaborationist government: 

"je suis mere et parfaite fille de joie et je sais 

danser le rumba". 

And her prize "un bidon de petrole et une canne a 

peche" would cheer any Frenchman whether of modern or 

traditional taste. 



Gros Pied closes the play with a call to forget the 

past, "Enveloppons les draps uses dans la poudre de 

riz des anges," and make a new beginning "retournons 

les matelas." 

As he pleads for hope and peace: II 

Allumons toutes les lanternes. 
Lan~ons de toutes nos forces les vols de 
colombes centre les balles ... 
fermons a double les maisons demolies 
par les bombes. 
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In saying this Gros Pied seems to be making a plea to 

the audience to forgive and forget. 

Conjectures apart, and interpretations left aside, the 

gesture which closes the play, when the six blindfolded 

characters pointing accusingly at one another, saying: 

"Toi! Toi! 'roi!" has its answer supplied by a lighted 

ball, "Personne." 

The mention of "colombes contre les balles" is an early 

manifestation of Picasso's future involvement with the 

peace movement which would have as its symbol a dove. 

There is another autobiographical reference: 

Je frappe mon portrait contre mon front et 
crie la marchandise de ma douleur aux fene­
tres fermees a toute misericorde, 

which describes one of the figures seen in Guernica. 
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(d) Structural Considerations 

i) Sets and Costumes 

The fragmentation evident in analysing the characters 

of Le Desir attrape par la queue is also found in the 

stage settings and costumes of the play. Picasso's 

indications are given in drawings which accompany the 

text, as well as in the text itself. He does not give 

precise locations, but rather, by providing typical 

objects as clues, stimulates the spectator to imagine 

the setting. 

In Act I, (p. 12), only the feet of the characters 

can be seen beneath a frieze of food, creating the ef­

fect of a cocktail party seen from underneath its 

buffet table. Feet again are the only body parts seen 

in Act II, (p. 13). These feet are disembodied and 

placed outside their hotel room doors as in the practi­

se of leaving shoes to be polished by the hall porter 

of a hotel. In scene two of the second act, a huge 

bathtub is brought in, and heads only are seen sticking 

out of the soap bubbles. The characters are finally 

seen in their entirety at the end of ActII. All are 

fully dressed except Tarte, who is clad only in stockings. 

Acts I I~ IV and V are set in tot a 1 b 1 a ck n es s , the s tag e 

properties indicating changes of subject. In Act IV 

(p. 16) a huge lottery wheel is the featured stage 

property, and a camp cot appears in Act V (p. 16), 

denoting respectively a lottery and a love scene. In 



79 

contrast with the single symbolic object, the setting 

for the final act (p. 19) of the play is a room which 

serves several purposes assembling many fragments into 

a new whole: 

l'egout chambre a coucher cuisine et Salle 
de bains de la villa des Angoisses. 

A huge golden ball appears on the stage to signal the 

end of the play as a concrete manifestation of the 

hoped-for enlightenment. 

Contrasts in costuming are used to heighten the mes-

sage given by the dialogue in several scenes. For 

example, in Act II, Scene ii, all the characters 

emerge from the bathtub fully clothed except for Tarte, 

who wears only stockings. Tarte's nudity is thus em-

phasized by the others wearing clothes. The additional 

absurdity of their being in the bathtub with clothes 

on, and of Tarte's wearing only stockings underlines 

this juxtaposition of naked/clothed, and gives visual 

evidence of Tarte's role as a prostitute. 

The first two acts offer contrasts on a similarly absurd 

note. Act I and the first scene of Act II show only the 

feet of the characters while the second scene of Act II 

shows only their heads (until they jump out of the 

bathtub). By showing only the part of the body which 

suffers the chillblains, the author shows visually how 

the pain radiating from that part seems to dominate 

the whole body. In showing only the heads of the 



characters in the bath, the spectator imagines that 

they are all naked (as is usual in bath water) and 

wonders what is going on beneath the surface of the 

water, thus the idea that Tarte as a prostitute is 

introduced even before Bout Rond says: "Je te vois, 

je te vois, coquine". Fragmentation of the body in 
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this fashion allows the body to be revealed one part 

at a time in much the same way as the sets are domi­

nated by one symbolic stage property (such as the 

lottery wheel or the camp bed) as we have already 

shown. 

(ii) Intertextualities 

The intertextual references in Le Desir attrape par 

la queue indicate the author 1 s awareness of the lire-

rary trends of his day. Such references also repre-

sent in dramatic form Picasso's ability to create works 

of art out of found objects; in this work he has taken 

remembered scenes, lines or subject material from other 

texts and incorporated them into his play. These in-

tertextual references sh~w, in several examples, that 

Picasso's cubist ideas have made their way from his 

1908 experiments in painting to the literary world and 

back again to his own work in its dramatic form. 

Apollinaire in his play Les Mamelles de Tiresias of 

1917 was one of the first writers to adopt cubist 

ideas. Apollinaire's Tiresias, who bears 40,049 

infants in a single day, is an example of his deliberate 
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avoidance of verisimilitude and of his imitation of 

the cubist fondness for numbers 12 : Picasso's lottery 

in Act IV is reminiscent of the preposterous number 

of infants accredited to Tiresias, for these lottery 

numbers are equally preposterous. As in Parade, 

Jean Cocteau's 1917 ballet, where the managers an-

nounce the acts to be presented, Gros Pied and Oignon 

also announce the play's purpose in Le Desir attrape 

par la queue again stressing the irreality of the 

stage. The set for the ballet Mercure in which a 

large pool has heads protruding from a black water 

surface is repeated here in Act II, Scene ii when a 

bathtub large enough to contain th~ entire cast is 

shown with heads alone revealed. Both sets again are 

the result of Picasso's refusal to imitate reality, 

but rather to dissect and manipulate it. 

Picasso's use of the absurd as a deliberate rejection 

of imitative reality was adopted by dadaists, whose 

philosophy was simply the rejection of social and mo-

ral order, and by the surrealists who favored absurdity 

and contradiction for its own sake. Contradictions 

thus come full circle in Picasso's play when (Act II, 

Scene ii) Bout Rond remarks on the smell of roast pig 

in Gros Pied's room whereas Gros Pied says that he has 

nothing to offer his friend: "Pas de sucre, pas de the 

Guillaume Apollinaire, Les Mamelles de Tiresias clans 
L'Enchanteur pourrissant (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1972). 
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... pas de pain et pas de confiture". 

It is Picasso's way of emphasizing the different 

lifestyles of ordinary people, as opposed to collabo-

rators. Raymond Queneau describes the two lifestyles 

of that era: " ... les collaborateurs savorent la defai-

te, et les autres font la connaissance des rutabagas 

clans les maisons sans feux:' 
13 

Thus this seeming contradiction is really a cubist 

presentation of two sides of reality. It may also 

indicate the suspicions of Bout Rand. However, in 

other instances Picasso uses contradiction for its own 

value as absurdity as in surrealist writings: Silence 

complains (Act I) "Qu'il fait chaud" while the other 

characters are complaining that the chimney does not 

give any heat. In Act V, Tarte, although naked, says 

"J'ai une faim de loup et j'ai si chaud! •.. Donnez-moi 

une fourrure." (p. 18). And in Act VI, Angoisse Grasse 

seems unsure of the weather, saying "Il faisait beau 

ce matin. Un peu froid mais chaud quand meme," (p. 20) 

while Angoisse Maigre (Act VI) complains in the same 

contradictory fashion of having: "l'ame congelee aux 

vitres de feu." (p. 19). 

Picasso's technique of fragmentation was adopted 

dadaist writers. Tristan Tzara's Le Coeur a Caz 

by 

(1920) 14 

Raymond Queneau, essay, "L'incongrue et lyrique" in Batons 
chiffres et lettres (N.R.F.) reprinted in ~'Avant-Sc~ne 
The at re, D , ( 1 9 7 2 ) 

Tristan Tzara, Le Coeur a Caz (Paris: Editions G.L.M., 1938). 
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in open imitation of Picasso's dismembered forms 

lists characters similarly divided: Oeil, Bouche, 

Nez, Oreille, Cou and Sourcil. Picasso's cast of 

characters in Le Desir attrape par la queue fragments 

in a very complex manner. As is shown in the dis-

cussion of structure, fragmentation is present, for 

example, in dialogue wh~re words are reduced to single 

syllables: the woman crying in Act III is clearly re-

miniscent of dada theatre and poetry. 

ai, ai, ai, ai, ai, 

A a a a a a a a a a 

A a a bo a a bo bo 

Picasso uses the dadaist device of provoking audience 

reaction by farting or other antisocial behavior. The 

farting of the curtains at the end of Act I, and of 

Tarte in ActV recalls Roger Vitrac's Victor ou les 

enfants au pouvoir (1928, II, ii) 15 , where Ida Marte-

mart's repeated farting is both amusing and embarrassing. 

Farting was used much earlier, however. The "petomane" 

was a music-hall act at the Moulin Rouge
16 

and Marinetti's 

1905 1 L R . b b ~d. . . 17 _ p ay e oi om ace - trage ie satirique was one 

of the first plays to include it. Thus this sort of 

Roger Vitrac, 
Surrealistes, 

Victor ou les enfants au pouvoir in Trois Pieces 
(New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1969). 

Accomplished performers were able to extinguish cand:es and do 
amusing imitations, according to Geo. Sandry and Marcel Carriere 
in the Dictionnaire de l'argot moderne, 11th ed. (Paris: Dauphin 
1957), p. 368. 

Marinetti, Le Roi bombace - tragedie satirique (1904) quoted 
in Annabelle Meker, Latest Rage the Big Drum, p. 107. 
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vulgarity did not originate with dadaist theatre. 

However, in adopting it Picasso is exploiting a ges-

ture begun half a century earlier as his use of this 

gesture is not merely to shock or amuse but ~av also 

be symbolic: the farting of the curtains is a mimesis 

of the storm and wind outside. The farting of Tarte 

is indicative of her rejection of social conventions, 

and used more in the line with dadaist thinking. 

Social mores are also attacked by the inclusion of 

platitudes, as in Bout Rand's "Folie! les hommes sont 

fous" (p. 15). This technique is also found in Victor 

ou les enfants au pouvoir~ 8 wh~n Victor tells little 

Esther, 

Soigne tes poupees. Leche tes chats, 
aime ton prochain comme toi-meme et sois 
une enfant docile, en attendant d'etre 
une bonne epouse et une bonne mere. (I, iii) 18 

or, in Jean Cocteau's Les parents terribles (Act I, 

scene iii) when Michel addresses his parents saying: 

"Ecoutez, mes enfants ... " (I, iii)
19 

Many of the intertextual references are simply collage-

like insertions that do nothing more than vary the tex-

ture of the play, contrasting new material with remin-

ders of other written works. The inclusion of lists 

Roger Vitrac, Victor ou les enfants au pouvoir, in Trois 
pieces surrealistes, (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1969) 

Jean Cocteau, Les Parents Terribles (Paris: Gallimard, 1983) 
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of items, or recipes, is a technique whic~ is found 

in the works of many of Picasso's contemporaries. 

In Victor OU 1 f 
. 20 

es en ants au pouvoir (II,ii) two 

newspaper clippings of events such as the Cook and 

Peary expeditions to the North Pole provide details 

known to be authentic in the midst of an absurd dialo-

gue. Picasso's (I,ii) dodo/rideau/bobo juxtaposition 

is also found in Tristan Tzara's La Premiere Aventure 

C 1 d M • A • • 
21 (1916) e este e onsieur rtntipyrine Max Jacob's 

poetry contains a line about a lady trimming her corns: 

" ... Pendant que la vieille taille les 
22 

cors", . 

The fact that the lady in question is also in the bath-

tub reinforces the association between this poem and 

Tarte. In the second act (p. 13) she is in the bath-

tub, in Act V (p. 18) she is doing her toenails. 

The echoes of surrealist writing and particularly the 

speed at which the play was written, have led some of 

Picasso's friends to conclude that it is an example 

of the surrealist technique or automatic writing. 

Alice B. Toklas writes: 

Picasso's play is what is called surrealist 
but is really a descendant of Ubu Roi but 
not half so amusing. 23 

Vitrac, Victor ou les enfants au pouvoir. 

Tristan Tzara, La Premiere Aventure de Monsieur Antipyrine, 
Tristan Tzara: Oeuvres Completes, 1912-1924 (Paris: Flammarion, 
1975), p. 78. 

Max Jacob, Le Cornet a des (Paris, Gallimard, 1945), p. 73. 

23 Alice B. Toklas, What is Remembered (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
Winston, 1963), P. 139. 
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Although the two plays are similar in their anger 

which is cloaked in humour and directed at real poli-

tical situations, Ubu Roi is in fact a satire on 

Macbeth and contains a strongly delineated narrative 

line in contrast to Le Desir attrape par la queue, 

which has no narrative plot, but rather projects its 

subject through fragmented double exposures. 

photographer Brassai elaborates: 

(Picasso) had simply allowed his mind to 
wander, following the dictum of ''automa­
tic writing", a verbal trance which gives 
full rein to dreams, obsessions, uncon-

Picasso's 

fessed desires, odd confrontations of 2 , 
ideas and words, absurd and everyday banalities. ~ 

However, the visual effect and character development 

and as we shall see, the careful structuring of the 

play would not have been possible to create by working 

with this technique. Although certain parts of the 

play, chiefly the long monologues of Gros Pied, appear 

to be written using automatic writing, Picasso may 

have used this surrealist appearance as a means of 

obscuring the message of the play in order to protect 

himself. 

24 
Brassai, Picasso & Co. p. 144. 
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iii) Structure 

Le Desir attrape par la queue follows closely the con­

ventionalized form found in dramatic comedy - the for­

mula of hero who desires heroine but is thwarted by 

parental opposition until the situation is finally 

resolved in the last scene. Mistaken identity and 

disguise, and the old order changed for a newer, more 

enlightened one are also characteristic of this type 

of play. As is common in dramatic comedy (and Picasso's 

play is no exception) a banquet scene with all present 

sets the stage for the resolution in the last scene. 

The play's structure cannot be described without first 

defining the various characters and their roles in the 

action. The characters central to the action are 

clearly portrayed. Gros Pied, for example, is identified 

as a writer by Cousine: "un monsieur, un ecrivain, un 

poete". The pompous literary style of his monologues 

underlines this description. He is the organizer, in 

Act I, and his is the final word in Act VI. He is 

the only character able to see beyond the physical and 

emotional privations and identify the larger problems. 

For him, intellectual stimulation can satisfy other 

hungers: his book replaces love and food. Thus his 

moral and intellectual superiority would associate 

him with the role of a king or god in traditional dra­

matic comedy. 

Tarte, who is called a prostitute by the others: 



"coquine", "vieille putain", "grue" demonstrates 

her lack of concern for social conventions by uri-

nating and farting. Her perfidiousness is shown by 
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her continued prostitution despite her love for Gros 

Pied. Her dual role of prostitute and mother makes 

her a metaphor for occupied France. She is France 

the fallen woman/collaborator, France the mother 

country/glorious traditions: "j 'ai 600 litres de lait 

dans mes nichons de truie". 

Cousine, as we have already shown, is a personifica­

tion of Germany because she is cousine germaine to 

Tarte/France. She reveals her association with the 

collaborationist government in Act V: "Toi, la Tarte, 

de ce pas je vais lui raconter tout, a ta mere." 

Like Tarte, Oignon's name first connects him with 

food images and therefore hunger, but there is much to 

suggest that he is a collaborator. He may be the "cor" 

or "oignon" Tarte is trying to remove from her foot in 

Act V. He is, on the other hand, a friend of Gros 

Pied, who addresses Oignon as "tu", although Gros 

Pied refers to Tarte as "vous". His association with 

Cousine makes him guilty in Act V, when they arrive 

at Gros Pied's atelier bearing shrimp (obtainable 

only through enemy sources). His final state indicates 

that he has been punished, yet allowed to live: 

"trempe d'urine et blesse, traverse au front par une 

pique". His remorse, "il pleurait", suggests that 
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revenge has been meted out by his own countrymen, who 

have let him return to his friends rather than kill 

him, as the Germans would have done. 

Bout Rand's role, a minor one, is unclear. Although 

his name has sexual connotations, he does not play a 

sexual role. He has little to say which does not 

echo the other characters except for his part inAct 

III, scene ii, which ends in his platitude on war, 

an observation which ties him to Gros Pied: "Folie! 

les hommes sont fous." Otherwise, he is an onlooker, 

a kind of Everyman who enjoys going to the corner bis­

trot. 

The two Angoisses personify the emotional state their 

name indicates. They speak of frustrated love, cold, 

boredom and hunger. The feast they prepare in the 

final act is a reminder of better days in the past and 

of hope for the future. 

Gros Pied's desire for Tarte can be described as Pla­

tonic in spite of her sexuality because it is as France/ 

mother country that sh~ is the object of his affections. 

Thus the structural relationships of the play can be 

shown as: 

Subject 

object 

helper 

opposer 

= 

= 

Gros Pied 

Tarte 

Bout Rand 

Cousine 

The chief obstacle, the occupier or usurper, is not 
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characterized because the usurper is the state; in 

this capacity the usurper can be identified with the 

role of the opposing parent in dramatic comedy. And 

as is usual in comedy, mistaken identities create si-

tuations of double meaning. For example, Gros Pied's 

love-making to Tarte in her dual role of prostitute/ 

mother creates an Oedipus situation. Familiar also 

is the audience's recognizing of the opposants as usur­

pers thus directing their sympathy toward the hero. 

His appeal for new order completes the cycle of golden age/ 

repression/new golden age. 

Within this highly conventionalized form Picasso has 

applied his cubist technique devised for painting in 

the early years of the century. Picasso analyses his 

subject, then separates all the details and rearranges 

them to make a pleasing composition which fills the 

whole surface of the canvas. Bits of real materials 

provide textural interest to the surf ace and give addi-

tional visual and tactile information. He then provides 

a title to aid in comprehension, for an intellectual re-

construction must be made. As has already been stated 

in the discussion of the title, Le Desir attrape par 

la queue is both a description of and an idiomatic ex-

pression for frustration. The many references to pri-

vations, which are the symptoms, coupled with the allu­

sion to shame and disenfranchisement which have been 

pointed out act by act as they occur, lead to a total 

picture of the misery of occupied France. The play is 
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not the story of one person's experience but shows si-

multaneously many different points of view to form 

a complex picture. The material is carefully arranged 

to give balance and interest over the entire "surface" 

of the play. 

The opening and closing statements of Gros Pied 25 pro-

vide brackets. Despite the fragmentation of dialogue 

and plot, this sense of form is continued throughout the 

play by the repeated pattern found in the six acts: 

all end negatively except for the last. In Act I, 

a terrible storm shakes the curtains and fireflies 

invade the stage. Act II, ends with an aborted picnic; 

Act III, ends with the whipping of the female characters. 

Act IV's lottery finishes with everyone a winner, then 

all are asphyxiated by smoke. Act V's love scene ends 

with Tarte going out to prostitute herself. The pattern 

is reversed in the final act when light cast from a golden 

ball, signifying hope and absolving everyone of blame, 

blinds everyone. Thus the attention to structure of a 

Picasso painting is evident also in his play. 

The "collage" pieces inserted into the play provide in-

terest and amusement, information and nonsense. There 

are lists: legal terms, Tarte's attributes, recipes and 

the menu of the final feast. These real items contrast 

25 
Act I, scene i: II dire les quatre verites premieres a 

notre Cousine." 
Act VI: "Lan~ons de toutes nos forces les vols de colombes 

centre les balles ... " 
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with the fantasy. Numbers are mentioned frequently. 

As in painting th_ey vary the stimulus from the visual 

or verbal to the numerical. Sometimes they are used 

to enumerate. This is the case in Act V; "Cigaret-

te 1, cigarette 2, cigarette 3" which underlines the 

preciousness of the item. Other times they can be 

non s ens i c a 1 , as in Ac t V I : " Di s -mo i c om b i en ~a f a i t 

quatre et quatre?" 

In Act IV the who le dialogue is based on numbers 

which range from 7 to 249,0089. 

Also included in this category of collage-like items 

are veiled references, puns and jokes to amuse friends. 

The description of someone who bears a strong resem-

blance to Jean Giraudoux is one example: "J'ai connu 

a Chateauroux un monsieur ... ". The identity of such 

a reference can only oe guessed. Picasso includes many 

references to his own works as well, as we have already 

26 noted. 

Like Picasso's paintings which have neither foreground 

nor background and tend to scatter details over the 

entire surface of the canvas stressing its two-dimen-

sionality, Le Desir attrape par la queue has several 

climatic scenes: Tarte urinating into the prompter's 

box, the bathtub full of characters who all jump out 

(a) Pegase, p. 18; 
(b) Loge aux courses de taureaux aux arenes de Nimes, p. 
(c) Les Demoiselles d'Avignon, p. 19; 
(d) Description of Tarte resembling Fernande Olivier, p. 

13; 

19. 



fµlly clothed, the women in a trance cutting off 

Gros Pied's hair, th~ golden ball with its blinding 

light. Picasso creates his most dramatic effects 
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visually, as can be seen from the foregoing list, and 

these occur throughout the play. Thus the "canvas" is 

well covered, and the play given structural unity and 

cohesion. 

The grouping of the characters in Picasso's play de-

monstrates his cubist mode of fragmentation. As in 

the title of the play where 11 Desir~' is personified, 

three of the characters, Silence and the two Angoisses 

are also personifications. Four humans are represented 

in whole or in part; Tarte (the prostitute), her cousin, 

Gros Pied (who is only a foot because he is seen by the 

others from floor level), and Bout Rond (whose name may 

be a phallic reference). But Tarte may also be included 

in those characters referring to food: Tarte, Oignon, 

Angoisse Maigre and Angoisse Grasse (a pun on French 

sauces), and Bout Rand (whose name may refer also to 

the round end cf a sausage - a term Gros Pied uses in 

Act five (p. 18) for his book.) Another group is a 

series of pairs; the two Angoisses, Tarte and her Cou­

sin, the two Toutous, and the Rideaux, a pair of cur-

tains. These four sets of pairs can be subdivided 

into two; those pairs which are two separate roles, 

Tarte and her cousin, and Angoisse Maigre and Angoisse 

Grasse, and those pairs which are cast as a single 

role, Rideaux and Toutous. 
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Thus the cast of characters is a shifting fragmenta­

tion of things which are related, unrelated and inter­

related in several categories: 

Food 

Tarte 

Oignon 

Bout Rand 

Angoisse Maigre 

Angoisse Grasse 

Pairs 

States 

Silence 

Angoisse Maigre 

Angoisse Grasse 

People 

Tarte 

Cousine 

Bout Rand 

Gros Pied 

Tarte and her Cousin 

Angoisse Maigre and 

Pairs cast as a single role 

Rideaux 

Angoisse Grasse 

Rideaux 

Toutous 

Toutous 

Gros Pied is the only principal character who does 

not fit into more than one category. A whole unit is 

not designated by these fragments: th~ sum of the cha­

racters in Le Desir attrape par la queue denotes not 

one but several things; people, food, emotions, rela-

tionships. Their shifting inter-relationships fragments 

their denotations, scattering them throughout the cast 

of characters. For example, Bout Rond represents both 

a person and food; the two Angoisses symbolize states, 

food and are paired in two separate roles. Tarte and 



27 

95 

her cousin represent people and are paired in separate 

roles, but only Tarte sYmbolizes food. Thus the role 

can represent two or more different areas or, put ano-

ther way, be seen from several different points of view. 

This sort of oscillation is a characteristic of cubist 

painting. 

The cubist idea of projecting more than one viewpoint 

can be seen in the non-related and episodic plot se-

quences of Le Desir attrape par la queue. However, 

given the fragmentation of th£ signifiers, these view-

points are difficult to trace. The fragmentation of 

the characters shows these oscillating interrelation-

ships at work. A gesture or stage property often re-

presents more than one signified, in keeping with the 

two-level diegesis of the play. The bathtub of Act II 

signifies universality as well as Tarte's compromise; 

the lighted ball of Act VI, enlightenment as well as 

27 
destruction of the old order; and the lottery wheel 

chance as well as the cyclical nature of life. In this 

way the fragments can be seen to be not only redistri-

buted, but overlapping one another as well. 

The language of the play belongs in both traditional 

and cubist categories. Its lyrical richness of imagery 

identifies it with the poetry used in dramatic comedy. 

As in Fellini's film The Rehearsal where a wrecker's ball ends 
the chaotic orchestra rehearsal. 
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Consider: "Le bruit des persiennes detachees frappant 

leurs cloches ivres sur les draps chiffonnes des 

pierres arrachent a la nuit des eris desesperes de 

bonheur." (ActVI), while on the other hand the absurd 

numbers of Act four's lottery recall cubism's use of 

numbers and its fascination with the absurd in juxta­

posing sense and nonsense. 

In spite of the traditional form of the play's structure, 

its use of the formula for dramatic comedy is not out of 

place in this cubist play. Cubism emphasizes the impor-

tance of structural unity even at the cost of figurative 

representation, as we have shown in Chapter I. Further-

more, cubism does not reject traditional forms, only 

traditional realism. In this way both the modern and 

the traditional aspects of the play can be seen as re­

presenting cubist thinking. 

(e) Conclusion 

In his play Le Desir attrape par la queue Picasso once 

again treats a contemporary life subject in a cubist manner 

in giving a non-mimetic presentation of an actual situation. 

Deliberately refusing to imitate reality, he reinvents it 

into a reality relative only to the theatrical work itself. 

The resulting creation invites more than one level of appre­

ciation; the play can be seen as a piece of comic buffoonery 

or as an account of thwarted dreams, fear and impotence. 

By taking the episodic, non-narrative treatment of 

plot one step further through fragmentation and redistribution 



of the dialectic processus Picasso demonstrates cubis~'s 

role as a hinge between old and new, for such fragmenta­

tion requires a strong structural framework to give form 

to the splintered elements of plot. 
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Although the hallmarks of cubism are clearly visible 

in personal references, intertextuality, jokes and puns, 

numbers, language contrasts and varying semiotic stimuli, 

these components are clearly subservient to th~ structural 

form. For Le Desir attrape pa~ la queue gains its over-

riding comic expression through the use of the structural 

principles and character types of dramatic comedy. And as 

is usual in Picasso's paintings, it is the title which 

reveals the real message of the play. 

In making an absurd mockery of an unbearable situation 

Picasso shows that he will not allow circumstance to def eat 

him. His play Le Desir attrape par la queue surely laughs 

in the face of adversity. 
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Les Quatre Petites Filles 

(a) Context 

1 

In 1947-8 when he was living with his family in 

Vallauris, Picasso wrote a second play Les Quatre Petites 

Filles.
1 

The privations of the occupation which had formed 

the background for his 1941 Le Desir attrape par la queue 

were over. His third child Claude had just been born (May 

1947) and his two other children were twenty-seven and 

thirteen. As in Picasso's work at every period, the life 

going on around him is reflected in this play. From his 

observations of his children and their friends at play he 

created a dramatization of the games, fantasy and non~~use 

of four little girls. 

To celebrate Picasso's ninetieth birthday, the play 

was performed in 1971 as Open Space Theatre, London, using 

a translation by Roland Penrose. Patrons for this perform-

ance were: 

Lord Birkett 

Peter Brook 

Bernard Deff ont 

Peter Hall 

Arthur Lewis 

Harold Pinter. 

Written as Les Quatres Petites Filles by the author. 
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Artistic directors were Charles Marowitz and Regie Thelma 

Holt. The cast was: 

Suzannah Williams, Premiere Petite Fille 

Ann Holloway, Deuxieme Petite Fil le 

Susan Penhaligon, Troisieme Petite Fil le 

Mia Martin, Quatrieme Petite Fille 

Decors were created by Carole Schneeman, Penny Slinger and 

Robin Don.
2 

The play does not appear to have had any furthBr per-

formances until 1982 when it was produced at the Brighton 

Festival to honor the centenary of Picasso's brith. Using 

the English translation of Roland Penrose, the actors, all 

members of the Reading Performance Group, gave five perform-

3 ances from May 11 to 15. 

(b) Title 

2 

3 

4 

The title Les Quatre Petites Filles seems to denote 

nothing more than the activities of four little girls. 

However, the dark undertones of violence and death which 

become evident as the play progresses recall other wcrks 

about children, notably Jean Cocteauts 1930 novel Les 

Enfants terribles,
4 

whose title by contrast immediately 

suggests the hidden dimension of its young protagonists. 

L'Avant-Scene Theatre, D (Paris: L'Actualite Parisienne, 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-

1972). 

Brochure, Brighton Festival, 1982 (Brighto~ Brighton Festival 
Society Ltd,1982), p. 8. 

Jean Cocteau, Les Enfants Terribles (Paris: Grasset, 1930). 
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In Vitrac's 1928 play, Victor ou les enfants au pouvoir, 

the truths of the adult world are brought sharply into 

focus by the mimicry of Victor and little Esther in much 

the same way as Picasso's protagonists who, in their play, 

expose the superficiality of their elders. 

The title alone presents interesting possible allu-

sions Picasso's choice of the number four recalls "les 

quatre verites" of his earlier play, Le Desir attrape par 

la queue. In fact, as we will see, in Les Quatre Petites 

Filles, he once again brings out the home truths that lie 

beneath the children's play. Another parallel suggested 

by the title is Aeschylus' play Eumenides in which the 

furies avenge the death of Clytemnestra for, in Jean Gi-

5 
raudoux's play ~~ treating the same subject, the 

Eumenides are reduced to three and indicated as Premiere 

Petite Fille, Deuxieme Petite Fille and Troisieme Petite 

Fille, exactly as Picasso has done with his four little 

girls. As the third little girl in Picasso's play rarely 

speaks, spending most of her time hidden in a well, Picasso's 

play has dialogue exchanged between three little girls. 

Moreover, the style of their discourse resembles the chorus 

of a Greek tragedy in that they seem to speak as one 

voice. 

5 Jean Giraudoux, Electre (London: Methuen, 1961). 



(c) Analysis of Acts I - VI 

Act I 

i) Summary of Plot 
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Act I opens with all the children singing a nursery 

rhyme. 

caught. 

They soon spy a cat eating a bird he has 

When the third little girl hides in a well, 

the other children fetch a ladder to rescue her. De­

ciding not to worry about her, they sing a song about 

the rain which begins to fall. As the rain stops 

they resume play, running and dancing. Then as they 

sleep beneath the ladder which is now placed against 

the tree, the three children are awakened by the 

calling of the missing child. They imitate her cry. 

The act ends as the little girls chase each other up 

the steps of the house with the missing child running 

after, calling: "~a y es.t, ~a y est II 

ii) Language 

In Act I the language is non-conversational; except 

for a few exchanges of information about the missing 

child, the three little girls do not talk to one ano-

ther. Rather the emphasis is on two nursery rhymes; 

each one is sung through once and partially repeated 

once. 



Rhyme No. 1: 

Nous n'irons plus au bois 
Les lauriers sont coupes, 
La belle que voila 
Ira les ramasser. 
Entrons dans la danse, 
Voila comme on danse, 
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Dansez, chantez, embrassez qui vous voudrez (p.33) 

Rhyme No. 2: 

Il pleut, il mouille, 
C'est la fete a la grenouille, 
Il pleut, il mouille, 
C'est la fete a la grenouille, 
Il pleut, il neige 
C'est la fete a la punaise. (p.34) 

In addition, two rhyming lines. are given: 

La vie se cache pour traire les vaches 
La vie est belle, cachons-nous d'elle. 

A fourth rhyme is mentioned: 

Alouette, gentille alouette. (p.36) 

(p.35) 

These sung and spoken r~y:mes establish a tone of 

gaiety in the play. They are also a form of cultural 

ritual which children engage in, and are auglllented by 

other forms of ritual throughout the play. 

These rituals include mimicry of the adult world, in 

which often the imperative mood and sometimes depre-

eating and world weary observations identify the 

speaker being imitated as either a parent or a teacher: 

Arrangez-vous comme vous voudrez ... 

Veillez, que je vous dis ..• 

Ce qu'elle est bete! 

Arrangez-vous tous (sic) les fleurs ... 

Fais pas l'idiote! 

Veux-tu venir Paulette, oui ou non? Tu nous emmerde. 



Il est bien difficile de passer un agreable 
apres-midi ... 

Il faut la laisser et ne pas s'occuper d'elle. 

Laisse-la faire et rien dire. 

Tu ne me feras pas croire - et si je dis 
croire, j'exagere. 

Ne touche pas il brule, il est en feu. 

Mais la grosse question est de savoir. 

Tais-toi, tu nous embetes. 

Es-tu bete ... 

Arranges tes cheveux. 

School room rituals are also heard. They can be 
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found in several forms such as solfege: "do re mi sol 

la si do" (p. 35), or the practicing of verb forms: 

"Nous avons bien rigole. Je rigole. Tu rigoles. Elle 

rigole." (p. 35). 

The little girls repeat "heureuse" five times and 

"Je suis heureuse" (p. 35) as if some unseen teacher 

were insisting on the feminine form. "Je vous prie 

d' agreer bien sincerement" (p. 34) mimics the "correct 

formal" closing for written correspondance. Their 

teacher's insistance on good spelling is made fun of: 

"Sans une faute d'orthographe et aux quarante-cinq 

mil le virgules". (p. 34) 

These rituals of song and school room give a tone of 

fun and mischief to the first act and put the reader 

on the alert for more rituals as the play continues. 

As well as signifying fixed impressions of childhood 

the repetitiveness of these rituals helps to structure 

the nonsensical dialogue. Furthermore, the repetition 
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of "~a yest, ~a yest ... " (p. 35-6), (twenty-one times) 

introduces a call which is a continuing refrain through­

out the play, and which is echoed, in turn, by the other 

children. 

The little girls' chatter reveals their childish humour. 

They deliberately make mischief: "Ouvrons toutes les 

roses avec nos ongles"; or "Jouons a nous faire mal et 

embrassons-nous avec rage en poussant des eris affreu.x." 

On other occasions, they are shown telling tales on 

one another: "Non, elle est derriere le puits. Non, 

elle est sur le toit de la maison." "Maman, 111aman, 

viens voir Yvette saccager le jardin et mettre le feu 

aux papillons, maman, maman." (p. 33) "Je veux dire 

a maman que tune veux pas jouer." (p. 34) They also 

enjoy the absurdity of juxtaposing sense and nonsense, 

as in: "Je VOUS prie d'agreer bien sincerement a VOS 

pieds et je signe." (p.34). 

The mischievous tone of this childish dialogue and the 

repetitiveness already cited are augmented by the in-

clusion of references to colours. The colours and 

their variations are used as a sort of competition in 

which each child tries to demonstrate his powers of 

imagination and each colour appears many times over: 

yellow appears five times 6 

blue (and variants) (33) 

violet (and variants) (11) 

green (and variants) (11) 

red (and variants) (10) 

Henceforth three repetitions will be noted as (3) and so on. 
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orange (5) 

black (5) 

white (and variants (12) 

As well as these colour references, another frequent 

reference is the mention of food. References to food 

are sometimes straight forward: 

au beurre f ondu 

les coupes pleines de vin 

les grandes feuilles de rhubarbe 

la tranche de pain 

la coupe de fruits 

le sirop des mures 

tes amphores pleines de vin. 

At other times they are used in a more imaginative 

fashion: 

Le silence doit faire son oeuf 

Le bouillon imaginaire 

Anges de guimauve 

Nuit de caramel 

Le miel du puits 

Pasteque d'azur. 

Fruit bearing trees are part of this patcern of refe-

rences to food. In addition "citronnier", "poirier" 

and "je cueille les pamplemousses" situates the play 

in southern France. 

Into the atmosphere of childhood frolic, gay colour 

and plenitude, the darkly contrasting subject of death 

creeps in. The little girl in the well underlines 

the ominous implications of her hiding place: "Vous 

ne m'aurez pas vivante" and "vous ne me voyez pas. 
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Je suis morte." (p.33) The children are fascinated 

by the example of death in nature that occurs and 

describe in detail the violence and cruelty they see: 

"Regardez, regardez en haut de l'echelle un oiseau. 

Il se dechire, en voit son coeur crier et de ses 

griffes il s'arrache les yeux." (p. 35). 

Thus the dialogue of Act I sets a tone of gaiety and 

childish humour while at the same time, the melancholy 

call of "<;a y est" by a lost child and two references 

to death portend a more serious dimension. 

iii) Allusions 

While the opening nursery rhyme seems to be a gay 

traditional song sung by generations of children it 

has indirect references to the child's transition to 

adulthood. "Nous n'irons plus au bois ... " suggests 

the end of childhood, where as "Ent rons dans la d anse ... " 

alludes to the beginning of a new, more complex 

phase of life if the word "danse" is taken to infer 

the dance of life. 

The mention of "La Chute d 1 Icare" refers to two works 

where a child is featured as protagonist, Le Vol d'Icare 

a novel by Picasso's friend Raymond Queneau; and la 

Chute d'Icare, a drawing done by Picasso which was 

enlarged to make a curtain for the ballet Icare in 

1962. 

The missing child - who hides in a well - is an allu­

sion to death which recalls the English nursery rhyme 
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"Ding dong dell, Pussy's in the well." The destiny 

of "pussy" is revealed by the closing line "what a 

naughty boy was that to try to drown poor pussy cat." 

The third little girl in Picasso's play calls out 

"vous ne m'aurez pas vivante et vous ne me voyez pas. 

Je suis morte." This reference to death is underlined 

by the threatened mass suicide of the others: "Si tu 

ne reviens pas, nous irons toutes nous pendre aux 

arbres du citronnier et vivre en fleurs ... " "Vivre en 

f leurs" denotes death and renewal in nature. 

i) Summary of Plot 

Act II opens with the missing little girl on stage 

alone with her doll and a goat. She fixes the flower­

bedecked doll to the ~ast of a boat which is on cencre 

stage, and suckles from the goat. Then she gets up, 

unties the goat, and cuts its throat. The three other 

little girls, who appear onstage in false moustaches, 

surround the dead goat and third little girl who puts 

her hand into the wound to pull out the still-beating 

heart and show it to her playmates. Frightened, the 

first little girl passes it like a hot coal, into the 

mouth of the doll. The fourth little girl drinks 

from the lake. Gravediggers disguised as mythological 

characters place a coffin on trestles decorated with 

palms. They take cups and wine out of it, place the 
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wine jars on top and dance drunkenly around. The 

gravediggers then take the coffin and dance off with 

it, followed by the little girls. From a distance 

the voice of the third little girl calls "~a y est". 

ii) Summary of Language 

A soliloquy spoken oy the third little girl opens 

the act with a speech addressing a lover: 

beau jeune homme 

man amant 

bel amoureux 

man soleil 

man courroux 

man centurion 

man cheval furieux 

man mensonge ( p. 36) 

Colours, a theme introduced in Act I, appear: 

oiseau blanc 

carreaux bleu a~arante et bleu citron 

ligne perpendiculaire du bleu azureal 

moyen irritant du blanc 

la tache lilas 

large jaune citron 

laques emeraudes. 

There are also geometric shapes and architectural 

references: 

carreaux 

ligne perpendiculaire 

mo yen 

ogive fermee 

centre eclatant 

grand cercle ferme 

laques emeraudes 

les plis de l'oeuf (p. 36) 



Religious phrases ritualize the death of the goat. 

There are even images of the stig:mata: "Fais-nous 

voir la clarte" and "ses mains pleines de signes", 

Baptism is suggested by "Laisse couler son sang sur 

mon front" while images of the resurrection are also 

present; 

la fraicheur des alizes de sa vie envolee au loin 

allons chercher du vin dans des grandes jarres 

la barque bouge, se gonfle, se leve, elle s'allume 

partout de mille bras ramant 

la ruche chantera ses litanies a matines 

la page est blanche vide eteinte 

une grande falque blanche, ses doigts piles 

le bord du drap tendu sur le cadavre (p. 37) 

Finally, the association of the goat and wine with 

the death of the goat recalls the last supper and holy 

communion, as in: 

la chevre cuve son vin" 

and other phrases eitner taken directly from, or imi-

tative of religious ritual: 

le rire est 

le rire vivra 

le rire a mis sa robe de mariee ... 

Regarde, j'avais rempli cette coupe d'eau 

l'arbre de sagesse et du bien et du mal 

la morte, cette eau claire (p. 37) 

Christ's burial is recalled: 

Bordez de feuilles vertes le lit, la dentelle 

faisons une chambre a part et blanche alcove 

en secret. 
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The parody continues on to reincarnation as the 

child places the heart of the goat into her doll's 

mouth. 

Although the religious references which have been 

cited already convey the theme of death, it is fur-

ther shown on a secular level by an allusion to the 

bullfight: 

seule l'oeil du taureau qui meurt clans l'arene voit. 

The appropriateness of the bullfight here is in the 

very ritualistic way th£ hull dies. As well, death 

and decay as part of the life cycle are described: 

... le soleil qui nous desire ..... lepre 
nos figures, nos mains nos robes et le 
jardin. Ses doights sentent la figure 
seche le pus, le sang et le bleu de sa 
robe se decompose ... Le soleil deguise en 
mortes, le soleil nous aime. (p. 37) 

The absurd laugh of the speaker, the first little 

girl, introduces the macabre dancing of the grave-

diggers who appear at this mo~ent. Thus, the scene 

of drunken singing and dancing takes the religious 

ritualism and turns it into a pagan ritual. 

In the mist of the ceremonial language, collage-like 

remnants of real life find their place. A grocery 

list is given verbatim: 

un petit sac de pralines 

le charbon 

l'huile 

les pois et les carottes 

le sucre 

les clous de girofle (p. 37) 



pommes de terre 

oignons 

olives 

sel 

poivre 

le riz 

l'ail 

les pois chiches 
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Another scrap of a list begins as an account: "le bou­

cher 50, l'epicier 3000" (p. 37) and then is taken over 

by numbers: "38 et 200, 3000, 80650". 

These numbers, printed as arabic numerals, are juxtapo­

sed with "primo" and "secundo" the written latin forms 

which are used at the beginning of the list of groce-

ries. The numbers and their variety provide the play 

with a device common to Picasso's paintings, where the 

numbers are used to give a two-dimensional contrast to 

a three-dimensional work, and provide written stimuli 

which contrasts with the pictorial dimension. 

iii) Allusions 

The third little girl's opening gesture, placing her 

flower-crowned doll on the mast of the boat, comes as 

an echo of Christ's death on the cross and although the 

killing of the goat which follows this gesture may be 

seen as childish violence or parental rejection - the 

child has just suckled the goat - the fact that the 

killing follows this opening crucifixion gesture 



7 

112 

reveals it as a ritual sacrifice. The biblical 

analogy is furthered by the placement of the still 

beating heart in the mouth of the doll, parodying 

Isaiah's story of deliverance. 7 Further symbolism 

of Christ's death and resurrection comes from the 

words of the first little girl as she places the heart 

in the doll's mouth: "Le coeur ira pondre son oeuf" 

The egg is the symbol for Easter and resurrection. 

With the passage that begins: "Le rire est mort, le 

rire vivra ... " the Christian liturgy is parodied, 

"le rire" replacing the name Christ. The comparison 

of "le rire" and Christ is then strengthened by the 

description as a bridegroom, and by the flower-strewn 

path which recalls Christ's entry into Jerusalem be-

fore the crucifixion. The passage continues: II • • • 1 e 

rire i mis sa robe de mariee et pare d'anemones ses 

cheveux, mais le long voile de plomb l'immobilise et 

l'ecrase et sa traine s'accroche et rompeet brise les 

coupes de cristal si delicatement posees pleines de 

fleurs parterre i son passage." This passage is 

given a morbid portent by the inclusion of words such 

as "plomb," "immobilise", "ecrase", "accroche", "rompt" 

Isaiah, 6:5-7 Then said I, Woe is me! for I am undone; because 
I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a peo­
ple of unclean lips: for mine eyes have seen the King, the 
Lord of hosts. 

Then flew one of the seraphims unto me, having a live coal in 
his hand, which he had taken with tongs from off the altar: 
And he laid it upon my mouth, and said, Lo, this hath touched 
thy lips; and thine iniquity is taken away, and thy sin is 
purged. 
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and "brise". This paragraph has its parallel in 

another passage which describes the sun as a lover: 

Regardez comme le soleil qui nous desire 
vient a nous a travers les feuilles et 
lepre nos figures, nos mains, nos robes 
et le jardin. Ses doights sentent la figue 
seche, le pus, le sang et le nard et le 
bleu de sa robe se decompose en mille pail­
lettes et chants gregoriens et alcali re­
lents. (Riant) Le soleil nous deguise en 
mortes, le soleil nous aime. 

The personification of the sun as a lover compares 

with the use of "le rire" in the first passage as the 

Christ like bridegroom. In addition, although this 

lover attracts living things, it eventually leads them 

to death and decay: "le soleil qui nous desire ... 

lepre nos figures". The inevitability of death in 

both passages is a key to the interpretation of the 

play. The sun as a lover is perhaps the lover being 

addressed by the third little girl in the opening soli-

loquy; it is she who is associated with death in 

Act I. 

The dancing of the gravediggers is a significant ges-

ture, not only because of the macabre atmosph£re it 

provides for the close of an act which is characterized 

by omens, but also because of its contrast to the inno-

cent songs of the children. The drunken dancing which 

takes place around the coffin resembles child's play 

deformed and provides a dismal picture of adult 

experience. 
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Act III 

i) Summary of Plot 

In contrast with the preceding act, thE third act has 

little stage movement. The drama is provided by a 

verbal competition when the little girls, nude and 

encaged, try to outdo one another in their ability 

to be extravagantly fanciful. The third little girl 

remains silent. They do not remark on the huge aquarium 

of coloured fish which appears on centre stage. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The act opens with two soliloquies (p. 38) which, in 

spite of being nonsensical, nevertheless establish a 

pattern of contrasting moods which continues throughout 

the act. This contrast is achieved through the juxta-

position of images having either positive or negative 

connotations. The two soliloquies end in a similar 

fashion: "festin mis en jeu" (first soliloquy) and 

"festin mis a part" (second soliloquy). 

Each contains positive and negative elements: 

First soliloguy spoken by second little girl: 

Positive 

la marelle 

l'air de violon 

la f range lilas 

roches de cobalt 

sauts de carpe 

colliers d'oursins 

negative 

les corps de chasse etendus 

incompatibles blessures 

coups de fouet 

du carnage 

crissants chagrins 

la honte 



positive 

fleurs evanouies 

le lac d'amande 

a chaque agneau sa charge 

d'ailes 

le poids des aurores 

bleu du ciel 

les cordes de l'arc-en-ciel 

bouquet 

du festin mis en jeu 
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negative 

le marbre grave a griffes 

et dents 

la melancolique innocence 

linges essuyant la sueur 

tendu a craquer 

aux transes 

Second soliloquy spoken by first little girl 

positive 

plantent un ~tandard a la 

cime 

negative 

la ~atastrophique dboence 

de tout echafaudar,e 

deploient ses fastes et ses la crainte imprecise 

anniversaires 

jouee a pile OU face 

le cristal du prisme 

des volutes 

des chants 

des chars roses des ibis 

la moire des arcades 

l'eventail et fil d'Ariane 

grand saut au bout de 

l'echelle 

se dechire les genoux 

l'acre persistant parfum 

les mains tendues aux 

supplices 

trainant ses loques clans 

la boue 

rames frappant en desordre 

piquees corps et biens 

ranees des murenes 

festin mis a part 
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This contrast in moods is reinforced by the insertion 

of lists of objects which also have either positive 

or negative connotations. The first list is repeated 

with minor changes so that it becomes a sort of re-

frain, as the nursery rhymes of Act I. It is a col-

lection of rodents and unpleasant solutions - burning 

acid, grea5ymedication and insecticide - designed to 

repulse. The second little girl is the speaker: 

First list Second list 

rat rat 

souris sour is 

mulot mulot 

musaraigne musaraigne 

chauve-souris 

fleur de pyrethre 

onguent gris 

acide nitrique 

chauve-souris 

onguent acide lilas gris 

nitrique 

The fourth little girl starts another list which begins 

as an attractive table setting: "Du pain, un verre de 

vin et la soupe, la table recouverte de la nappe a car­

reaux bleu fonce et bleu clair, la fourchette, le cou­

teau, la cuillere, la serviette pliee sur l'assiette ... " 

It then changes and becomes repugnant: " ... le coup de 

poing sur le cote droit de la table, du seau de jaune 

verse legerement rase vomi par le soleil essuyant la 

couleur mordoree dressee sur les ergots lui faisant face." 
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The strongly contrasting images of the previous list 

are effectively neutralized by a list of numbers which 

follows: 

(1,2,3,4) (10,11) (20) (2,3,4,4,4) 

These are grouped to show their order which is a gra­

dual progression speeded along by the omission of num­

bers five through nine, and twelve through nineteen. 

The procedure is repeated only to get stuck on four. 

This inability to progress again up to twenty creates 

a sense of frustration. 

A happier mood ends the act, created by a list of foods, 

and times of day: 

orange 

mandarine 

citron 

olive 

le tictac du reveil 

l'heure du soir 

le jour 

le matin 

petits poissons grilles l'aube 

In this way the author, without attempting to provide 

discourse has, in the enumeration of items and image~ 

managed to create a contrast of moods as well as an 

impression of fantasy and nonsense. 

iii) Allusions 

Two allusions to visual art works can be found in the 

ncnsensical dialogue of this act. In the first soli-

loquy: a reference to a winged animal: "A chaque agneau 

sa charge d'ailes", recalls Picasso's white winged 
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horse which appeared on the curtain for Parade in 

1917. That the animal named here is a sheep, rather 

than a horse may be a reference to the author's 1944 

sculpture Man Carrying a Sheep which symbolizes re-

sistance to oppression and may indicate the author's 

reference to war as the passage continues: "et tout 

le poids des aurores mises a jour sur le marbre grave 

a griffes et dents", suggesting the gravestone of one 

who has died in a struggle. 

The second soliloquy also contains a reference to the 

planting of a flag: " plantent un etendard a la 

cime, deploient ses fastes et ses anniversaires." 

This passage recalls the 1944 Joe Rosenthal photograph 

of American marines raising their flag over Iwo Jima.
8 

Picasso's inclusion of it here seems to underline the 

absurdity of war, a game which is played by adults. 

This photograph inspired paintings, a statue and a postage 
stamp. It commemorated the costly recapture of a strategic 
five-mile-long volcanic island in the North Pacific. (There 
were 43,000 casualties.) 
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Act IV 

i) Summary of Plot 

Act IV, shows the garden by moonlight. A solilo~uy 

by the fourth little girl is interrupted first by a 

winged horse dragging its entrails, then by a cat which 

has killed a canary. Snow begins to fall but neither 

interruption is noticed by the child who stops only when 

the first and second little girls arrive pulling a wa-

gon. They are naked and hold big, lighted cigars. The 

fourth little girl bursts into tears and begins to dance 

madly. She finally falls down laughing and tearing at 

her dress. All the while she spea~ nonsensically, and 

is soon imitated by the others. Although the voice of 

the third little girl is heard calling from a distance, 

the little girls continue their chatter. The curtain 

falls and the scene changes. An all-white stage is 

festooned with coloured letters and numbers. The three 

little girls lie in a bed surrounded by enormous winged 

dogs. Singing a song of their own invention, they 

jump, naked, out of the bed to spread out a lake on 

the stage. From this lake the third little girl emerges 

dancing, holding a doll and the goat on a leash. Then 

the winged dogs fly off and photographers arrive to 

take the pictures of the scene. 



120 

ii) Summary of Language 

The language used by the children is a stream of fan-

tasy, freely imaginative and unrestrained. Long sen-

tences - there are only seven full stops in the soli-

loguy which opens the act (p. 39) - give the impres-

sion of speaking for as long as the breath will last. 

The language does not alter according to the action 

taking place and there is neither discernable pattern 

nor repetition i~ the dialogue, nor do the speakers 

address one another. Nevertheless, certain phonetic 

or semantic word associations can be noted: 

phonetic associations 

[

apprivoisant 

pourvoyant {

acres 

ocres 

[mouillant 

\.montrant 
{

l' azur 

l'acier 

l'amas 

fcontorsi~nnant 

Lconcentriques 

[mordant 

ltordant 

semantic associations 

{

axes 

croisee 

/points 

\sirgules {
me~odies 

eris 
{ 

silence 

gonfle de musique 

~cantiques 

\J.ncan tat ions {

reverances 

genuf lexions 

\graduel~ement _p.mmobilise 

l_goutte a gouttelsuspendre 

~bouillante 

~inondant 

(gr~ffes 

lmains 

{

incantations 

eclatements 

{

Oncle Tom 

Tristan et Isolde 
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Phonetic and semantic associations 

(allusions 

\J.11usions et allusions 

{

rats 

ratu~es 

ronge 
[

ois citron 

vert amande 

oir et amarante 

These associations of ideas or word sounds or both 

give the long soliloquy a sense of cohesion. This 

style recalls automatic writing, associated with sur-

realist Andre Breton. 

In contrast with the rambling style of the soliloquy 

the following passage is a tightly controlled play on 

words and ideas which sums up the nonsense which has 

gone before in its juxtaposition of serious and absurd: 

Ah ah ah ah ah! l'amour 

Ah ah ah ah ah! la mart 

Ah ah ah ah ah! la vie 

Ah ah ah ah ah! rire, rirons-nous, rire, rirez-

vous, la mart, l'amour, la vie, rirez-vous 

l'amour, rirez-vous la vie, rirez-vous la mart, 

riez que je rie, que la vie la mort, l'amour et 

vous et la mart, la vie et l'amour rient, riez avec 

nous, rions avec vous, l'amour a la mart, la mart 

a la vie, la vie a l'amour, la vie a la mort, la 

vie, la mart, l'amour toute la vie! (p. 40' 

This passage is organized so that the repetition of the 

first three lines, and the similarity of "!'amour" and 

"la mort" creates a little poem. The phonetic contrast 
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of "la vie" is balanced by its being the semantic 

binary opposite of "la mart", making it an appropriate 

inclusion. Combining and re-combining these three subs-

tantives with varied forms of "rire" produces statements 

which are both serious and amusing. The school room 

rote-learning repetition of "rire" gives it a childish 

absurdity. Thus the passage combines repetition with 

rote-learning, life and death. 

iii) Allusions 

Various autobiographical references are included in 

this act. The winged horse, which enters during the 

long opening soliloquy spoken by the fourth little girl, 

is a frequent subject of the author's paintings. For 

instance, a white winged horse is in the circus scene 

of Picasso's curtain for Parade, while a horse being 

disembowelled by a bull is the subject of a series of 

9 
bullfight paintings done in 1933, 34. This winged and 

disembowelled white horse thus combines the two subjects. 

The cat and its dead canary (the second stage movement 

which occurs during the soliloquy) are the subject of 

1939 · · C and Bird
10

. a paint 1. n g _a_t _____ _ 

Picasso established the play's location in the South 

Including Bullfight: Dea-th of a toreador,. Musee Picasso, Paris 
reproduc~d in Pablo Picasso: A Retrospective, Museum of Modern 
Art, p. 314; and Bullfight, private collection, ibid., p. 318. 

From the Collection of Mr. and Mrs Victor W. Ganz, New York, 
Ibid., p. 363. 
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• of France where he was living at the time of writing 

by the inclusion of foods of rhe region; "friture de 

goujon", "gnocchi", "pissaladiere", "raisin", "figue" 

and "olives noires" are all common to this region. 

The author dates the play: "Aujourd'hui le dix-sept 

d . d . 1111 d b h . . u mois e mai... and escri es is own activities 

at the time: "notre pere a pris son premier bain et 

hier beau dimanche, est alle voir a Ni.Jnes une course 

de taureaux avec quelques amis, mange un plat de riz 

a l'espagnole et bu aux eprouvettes du vin a eonology" 

(p. 40). The inclusions of his works and his surround-

in gs as well as his own portrait occur frequently in 

Picasso's paintings. 

The re-entry of the third little girl, who rises out 

of the lake, crowned with flowers holding her doll 

and the goat, is an analogy of the resurrection. The 

little girl is a substitute for the doll, decked with 

flowers, that she placed on the crucifix-like mast of 

the boat in Act II, before killing the goat, which is 

now alive. 

11 The play was not completed until August 13, 1948. 
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i) Summary of Plot 

The nursery rhyme which opens the play: "Nous n'irons 

p 1 us au b o is " is repeated at t h.e beginning o f Act V . 

The little girls are wearing brightly coloured dresses 

and ibises fish in the water. A large bright sun rolls 

onto the stage over the lake. 

After the opening song the children call "Jeannette" 

in turns (seven times). A letter brought out by the 

fourth little girl is read aloud and commented on. 

Then the children return to a nonsensical dialogue, 

interrupting each other to contribute a line. The 

second little girl dives into the lake singing a song. 

The lake then is invaded by a flock of winged pigs and 

their piglets. The little girls dance and sing the 

song of the second little girl. 

and silent. 

ii) Summary of Language 

Then all is still 

Repeating "Jeannette", the little girls imitate one 

another in the same fashion as their repetition of 

"<;a y est" imitates the call of the lost child. It 

is done in fun, but shows the cruel side of the 

children's play. 

The mimicry becomes even more edged in the parody of 

a letter (p. 41) typical of those written to children 

by vacationing parents. Beginning with "Mes choux", 

a standard form of endearment, the letter continues: 
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mes raves, mes choux-raves, mes petits­
pois, mes alouettes, je vous ecris d'ici ... 
Lepere et la maman se portent bien ... Nous 
attendons aussi ton oncle avec sa petite 
chienne (a spiteful comment) et les gros 
frais viendront apres (black humour) ... 
Bonne nuit, en vous embrassant, je m'offre 
mes petites lentilles. Votre humble servi­
teur et votre bien tendre et devouee ser­
vante. 

The closing is an overly solicitous form, inappropriate 

for a mother to use in writing her child, for in it she 

talks down to the child: "Le pere et la maman se portent 

bien" instead of" ... Papa et moi" or "votre pere et moi". 

The children's comments all contribute, as if one voice, 

to the denunciation of the hypocr1sy of the letter: 

"Grosse pouffaise, large etron, ordure bien filee ... 

Chambre a pets ... Vieille marmelade d'egouts, sac a 

punaises ... Tartine doree de merde ... ". The combina-

tion of letter and commentary reveals both parent and 

child at his worst. 

This same style of speech, with each child in turn 

adding something to the same idea is reminiscent of a 

Greek chorus. Another example (p. 41) is: 

Petite Fil le IV "lait de j asmins ... " 

Petite Fille II "Onguent de nard ... II 

Petite Fil le I ''Liqueur d' oeillets ... " 

Petite Fille III "Gros trait de craie barrant 

la route ... II 

This style of dialogue is the dominant form of speech 

of this act: in twenty-one lines out of a total of 
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thirty-eight the speaker is interrupted, which gfves 

a fragmented, disconnected quality to the dialogue. 

The act ends with a song (p. 42) composed of several 

different categories of items: 

silence de 

silence de 

silence de 

silence de 

( as:;onance) 

rose 

melon (repetition and semantic 

guimauve association) 

charbon 

rr 0 s e de s i 1 en c e de ch a r b 0 n d e r 0 s e 

\de rose de rose 

~e rose et blanc coquelicot 

(semantic and 

assonance) 

chapeau d 1 hirondelle 

souliers de crapaud 

ceinture de couleuvre 

Po ires 

figues 

peches (semantic) 

oranges 

citrons 

These differing lists are held together by words 

which act as connective tissue through consonance: 

"la maison, la mouche sur la manche ... " or assonance 

such as: "air frais de montagnes ... gros tas de vieux 

cons ... ora pro nobis", continuing the word associations 

of the lists. There again the automatic writing style 
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is evident. The song ends "et vous dis salut en 

montrant man cul ... ", an impertinant ending in con-

trast with the overblown ending of the mother's 

letter. 

iii) Allusions 

The ironic juxtaposition of the lush, tropical stage 

setting and the action which takes place in it - the 

children's parody of a letter from their mother which 

the children read and comment on - recalls the Garden 

of Eden which was the setting for the fall of man. 

Just as Eve disobeyed God, Picasso als::o breaks the 

fifth commandment by disobeyal; 
12 

in dishonouring 

their mother the children recreate the sin of Eve, 

the mother of all the living who dishonoured her creator. 

Eve's action, eating of the forbidden fruit of the tree 

of knowledge of good and evil, meant that she would die. 

The children's acquaintance with good and evil will 

mean their loss of innocence, the theme of Picasso's 

play. Picasso's stage setting which includes a tree 

and water, and the mention of animal life and fruit trees 

in the dialogue compares with the Bible's description 

of the Garden of Eden in Genesis II: 8-9: 

And the Lord God planted a garden Eastward 
in Eden; and there he put the man whom he 
had formed. And out of the ground made the 

Honour thy father and thy mother: that thy days may be long 
upon the land that the Lord thy God giveth thee. Exodus 20:12 



Act VI 

Lord God to grow every tree that is 
pleasant to the sight, and good for 
food; the tree of life also in the 
midst of the garden, and the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil. 
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i) Summary of Plot 

In Act VI a table is set in the garden with a large 

bouquet of flowers, food, a plate of fruit, bread and 

a knife, glasses and a jug. Into this still life 

painting comes a snake, slithering up the table leg, 

eating the fruit, and drinking from the jug. As the 

little girls are reading from a book, a swarm of winged 

ants invade the stage. Using the snake as a scythe 

the little girls are fending them off just as some 

boys pass by, singing to the accompaniment of their 

accordeon. There is laughter. Night falls and the 

moonlit stage is illuminated by candles which flicker 

from every leaf and branch. Shooting stars fall. The 

girls play leap-frog, laughing all the while. As they 

fall asleep on the ground, blood flows over the stage. 

Four white leaves growing out of the ground form a 

square enclosing them. The stage darkens and lights 

again to show a new setting: the interior of a huge 

white cube, a glass of red wine standing in the centre. 

ii) Summary of Language 

The opening dialogue of Act VI (p. 42) in which the 
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little girls read in unison from a book, continues 

the style of repetitions of the closing song of 

Act IV. Here "la mart" and "la vie" are used with 

articles and prepositions, although "l' amour", is 

omitted: 

la vie (16) 

la mart (8) 

la (7) 

de (4) 

a (7) 

si (4) 

In the substantives "la vie" is repeated twice as often 

as "la mort," and the articles and prepositions are si-

milarly paired. The pattern of these repetitions gives 

the dialogue the rhythmic aspect of poetry. Then the 

language drifts into a fantasy which is nonsensical but 

continues to suggest poetry by the inclusion of a series 

of words ending in the sound (e): "pointee, carres, 

acidule, pointilles, reveles, dechiree, fermee, justifie 

payer, festonnee, arros~e, serree, delayee. 

This repetition of word endings gives cohesion to the 

disjointed dialogue which achieves a sense of order 

only thanksto its ending (p. 42) a series of lists: 



gros tas d'oignons 

d'aubergines 

de piments 

de melons 

de f igues 

robe de lune 

robe blanche 

d'azur 

f du 

Ldu 
thym 

romarin 

rascasses 

anguilles 

fai~de grand troncs d'arbres 

noyers 

chene 

acajou 

bois de 

bois de 

bois de 

bois de 
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{de 1 1 ail 

fer d'ebene 

rose et 

citronnier 

reglisse 

panama 

The children, who have fallen asleep, are awakened 

by a drinking song sung by passing boys who accompany 

themselves on an accordion. The rowdy style of this 

song is in direct contrast with the nursery rhymes 
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the little girls sing in Act I. 

The play closes with a series of lists, spoken in 

unison by all four little girls. The items are all 

food, and can be subdivided into four main categories: 

Purees 

Sauces 

Desserts 

Fruits 

pommes de terre 

lentilles 

haricots 

feves 

oignons 

vive la creme 

creme de marrons 

sauce au vinaigre 

choux a la creme 

eclair au chocolat 

tarte aux mirabelles 

gingembre 

bananes 

melon 

figues 

peches 

abricots 

raisins 

The lists are once again composed of foods which, for 

the most part, are typical of mediterranean France. 

The two series of lists serve to neutralize tension 
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created by the juxtaposition of "la vie" and "la mart" 

which opened the act through the innocuousness of the 

items mentioned. Being spoken in unison by all four 

girls, the lists are given a free lyric quality which 

balances them against the set patterns of the nursery 

rhymes sung at the play's opening. 

iii) Allusions 

Here the setting of a kitchen garden becomes a further 

analogy of the Garden of Eden because of the intruding 

serpent which eats fruit intended for the children: 

as Eve is enticed to eat the forbidden fruit of the 

Garden of Eden by a serpent, here it is the serpent 

eating the forbidden fruit. The symbolic action of 

striking out against evil with the serpent as a weapon 

suggesting an effort to resist temptation, has its 

corollary in the rowdy singing and raucous laughter 

of the boys in its inference of the girls' inevitable 

loss of innocence. The barking dog may signify 

call to fidelity. 

The final tableaux are both contrasts of white and 

red, composed of visual symbols described by Northrop 

Frye as "apocalyptic 11
•
13 

Northrop Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton 
University PYess, 1957), p.144. 



white leaves 

white cube 

blood 

red wine 
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snow, purity, tree of life 

perfection, temple 

crucifixion 

redemption 

The cube representing cubism may also be intended as 

a signature of the play's author as one of the creators 

of cubism. 
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(d) Structural Considerations 

i) Settings and Costumes 

As we have seen, the basic language of the play is 

non-sensical, with very few exchanges to provide any 

real information. Gestures therefore reveal almost 

all of the plot and the audience depends on settings 

and costumes to provide a context for what it is 

seeing on stage. 

The garden setting remains the same throughout; a 

kitchen garden close to a house. The parallels a1-

ready drawn between this setting and the Garden of 

Eden are reinforced by the highly symbolic stage 

properties. 

The Garden of Eden represents a place half way between 

heaven and earth as it is the original point of contact 

between God and man. Picasso's sketches for the play 

show a tree similar to the tree of knowledge described 

in Genesis. This tree, the ladder and the steps of 

the house, as well as the mast of the boat (a sort of 

crucifix), are all symbolic of the figurative distance 

between earth and heaven. All other costumes and pro-

perties can be shown to conform to the traditional 

three levels of heaven, earth and hell. 

In the uppermost category, heaven is represented by 

birds such as ibises (Act V), sacred to ancient Egypt­

ians, and doves (Act II), symbols of universal concord. 

The bird in the tree (Act IV) is symbolic of the human 
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16 
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soul. Heaven sends down rain and snow (Act I and 

Act IV) and sunlight andmoonlight (Act V and Act IV) 

giving the seasons, and day and night as described 

in Genesis. The candles carried by the children 

(Act IV) and the burning tree branches (Act VI) are 

14 symbols of God as in Pentecost tongues f f
. 15 o ire 

16 or the burning bush. The children's nakedness re-

sembles the nakedness of Adam and Eve before the fall 

as a symbol of innocence. 

The children's earthly world is one of innocence. 

The goat is a domestic animal with special signifi-

cance: the Jews brought a pair of goats to the altar 

on the day of atonement; one was sacrificed and the 

other set free (a scapegoat). This may explain why 

the goat can be sacrificed in Act II, but is still 

alive in Act IV. The house, table and its fruit, 

flowers and tableware and the kitchen garden which 

is cultivated, all belong to the earthly world. Like 

the goat, the jar and glasses are an earthly reminder 

of heaven because of their association with communion. 

As the bread and wine symbolically represents the body 

and blood of Christ, and Christ is the Son of God, the 

earthly world is linked to heaven. The level below 

earth, hell, has crawling animals; the serpent (Act VI) 

23:11, 15' 16 

30: 21 

3: 2 
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and insects, frogs and toads (Act VI). Because bodies 

of water go below the surface of the earth, they sug-

gest the lower world of death without salvation. The 

well (Act I) and the lake spread out by the children 

(Act VI) and the boat which travels on water (Act II) 

all suggest hell. The grave-diggers
1
role as agents 

of this world is compounded by their costumes of 

satyrs, centaurs and bacchantes. Their coffin is in-

eluded in this imagery and can be compared with the 

cage which encloses the children (Act III) and thB 

fishbowl, its animal counterpart. These are all ana-

logies to the circle sinisterly symbolizing loss of 

direction. Thus the little girls, naked in their 

innocence and imprisoned in a cage have their mimesis 

in the fish, symbols of Christianity, which are con-

fined by their bowl. The empty cart (Act IV) dragged 

by the candle-bearing children can be taken for a sign 

of redemption, as an empty cart signifies freedom from 

. 17 
sin. 

Given this highly symbolic background, the killing of 

the goat in Act II acquires a significance beyond 

childish cruelty. The actions of the play become more 

ritualistic and less carefree. Words become super-

fluous. The play's deeper level of consciousness can-

not be ignored. 

17 
Isaiah 5:18 
Woe unto them that draw iniquity with cords of vanity, and 
sin as it were with a cart rope. 
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ii) Intertextualities 

18 
Both Picasso and Artaud believed that art, whether 

painting or drama, should be its own reality and not 

serve as a vehicle for a didactic message. Artaud's 

idea that the language of theatre should encompass 

decor, costumes, gestures and lighting is well re-

presented in Picasso's play, which conforms to the 

theatrical precepts of Artaud's ''theitre de la cruaute~ 

Indeed, his most dramatic effects are achieved with~ut 

words - the killing of a goat, the ritualistic songs, 

the Garden of Eden setting with its plundering serpent, 

and the contrasting tableaux which end the play. Ar-

taud wanted to provide theatre that his audience would 

experience and react to, such as the provocation that 

Picasso provides in the killing of the goat. Like 

Artaud who drew inspiration from the ceremonial aspect 

of oriental theatre, Picasso offers ceremonies which 

take the form of the rituals of children's songs and 

games, the sacrifice of the goat and the fragmentary 

religious rites accompanying the action, and the drink-

ing song of the boys - a ritual denoting passage into 

manhood. 

As well as the ritualistic references to biblical 

Alan Virmaux, Antonin Artaud et le theatre (Paris: Ed. 
Seghers, 1970). Picasso provided a dry-point etching for 
Artaud's Autre Chose que de l'enfant beau in 1957. 
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sources, the setting of the last act resembles the 

Garden of Eden with ita serpent and fruit, and the 

sleeping girls awakened by the raucous singing of 

the boys. This latter brings to mind the literary 

19 work of another artist-poet, William Blake's Elegy, 

whose message is the vulnerability of the child: 

0 Rose, thou art sick; 
The invisible worm 
That flies in the night, 
In the howling stonn, 
Has found out thy bed of crimson joy; 
And his dark, secret love 
Does thy life destroy. 20 

Les Quatre Petites Filles has many other non-biblical 

references ranging from ancient to modern sources. 

Several intertextualities have already been noted else-

where in our discussion, but still others remain. 

Apart from the allusion to the Eumenides by its title, 

Picasso's play uses a style of speaking, reminiscent 

of ancient Greek theatre, in which his four little 

girls seldom exchange information but comment in turns 

on the action like a Greek chorus. A more modern 

source of inspiration may be Shakespeare's Hamlet in 

which a tragic death scene is thrown into relief by 

the comic action of the gravediggers preparing for 

the victim's burial. 

From Songs of Innocence and 
an illuminated manuscript. 
selected edition, ed. by J. 

In much the same way the 

Experience, William Blake, 
Elegy in William Blake, a 
Bronowski (Penguin, 1960). 

1794 

ZO Ibid. 
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tension of the sacrifice in Act II is contrasted by 

the revelry of the gravediggers. This juxtaposition 

of comic and tragic also appears in Picasso's painting 

Evocation (1901) in which the body of his friend 

Casegamas is surrounded not only by mourners, but by 

harlots and dancing nudes. 

Les Quatre Petites Filles gives many other references 

to the author's own paintings and to works of his 

friends, a tendency of cubism. The winged white horse 

and cat with dead bird (Act II) are both subjects of 

Picasso paintings. Using the device of intertextuali-

ties as a means of vraisemblance, Picasso mentions 

(p. 36) the work of his friend Raymond Queneau, Le Vol 

d'Icare. Apollinaire also names his friends Picasso 

d E "k S . . L M 11 d T" ~ . 21 d · an ri atie in es ame es e iresias, an in 

Ionesco's play Rhinoceros 22 Jean asks, "Connaissez-

vous le theatre d'avant-garde, dont on parle tant? 

Avez-vous vu les pieces de Ionesco?" This referential 

d 
. 23 

evice as used by Apollinaire and Ionesco is amusing 

and Picasso too may intend it for that purpose. In 

his art as in his dramatic works, the inclusion of 

(Paris: Gallimard, 19S9) I, p. SS. 

A convention of cubist painting which we have discussed in 
Chapter I is the inclusion of lettering, often a word or pro­
duct label. The mention of Picasso's friend then is an inter­
textual reference to this technique. Culler points out that 
these ''conventions make possible the adventure of discovering 
and reproducing a for~ of finding the pattern amid a mass of 
details and they do so by stipulating what kind of pattern one 
is readin' towards." 
Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics (London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul,197S), p. 148. 
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people and personal possessions is an aspect of his 

cubist precept of presenting reality. This establishes 

authenticity and also gives his works a locus to date 

and identify them. 

Other cubist hallmarks which can be seen in Les Quatre 

Petites Filles may have their origins in Symbolist 

writing. Picasso's use of numbers, dating back to 

1911 in his collages, recalls Baudelaire's Le Gouf fre 

in which the finite quality of numbers is summed up in the 

final line: 

24 
Etres!" 

"Ah! ne jamais sortir des No:mbres et des. 

Picasso, however, shows that in both painting and drama 

his interest is in varying the symbol - from three di­

mensional to two dimensional in painting and from verbal 

to numerical in drama - because in his works the numbers 

are not given any underlying message; as used by Picasso 

numbers are confined to their digital role and are not 

developed into more abstract symbols as in Baudelaire's 

poem. 

The surrealist poets' penchant for combining seemingly 

unrelated things is taken to new heights in Picasso's 

play. Consider this passage from Act I: "Ma main est 

pleine de voix, mes cheveux sont des couleuvres de 

rubans de toutes les couleurs. Les peigner. Ils 

glissent entre mes doigts et allument des feux de 

In Les Fleurs du mal, (Paris: Larousse, 1972), p. 84. 
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Bengale a chaque feuille des arbres arrachee par les 

levres a chaque coup de rein." These seemingly dis-

parate things are visually related to one another: 

hand ..._ hair _... snakes _,. ribbons ~ colours 

combing --i' uprooting 
.......... 

(sparks) fireworks 

On the other hand, Baudelaire's poem Recueillement 

speaks of "le fouet du Plaisir 1125 or in Le Cygne, 

II tettant la Dquleur comme une honne 
26 

louve?" 

In both cases the relationship is an abstract one 

- pleasure being personified as a slave driver, or 

p a in a h u n g r y in fan t- w h e r e as in P i ca s s o ' s w r i t in g , 

the images are concrete. 

Colours are used in a similar manner by the symbolist 

poets. 
27 

For example, Rimbaud's poem Voyelles, ar-

bitrarily links each vowel with a colour, then conti-

nues by describing objects in these colours - each 

object having the sounds, smells, colours or movements 

that are symbols of decay. Thus, formerly neutral 

vowels acquire emotion through these associations. As 

the link between colour and vowel is rather obscure, 

and the link between object and vowel even more so, 

the final effect is vagueness and mystery. Mallarme 

Recue~llement , -~bi_s!_., p. 85. 

Le Cy g n e , !_~ i E_. , p . 5 9 . 

Voyelles , in Twelve French Poets; 1820-1900. 
mans, 1968), p. 268, 

(London: Long-

141 
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uses colours in a simpler way, giving them emotional 

content through word association. He writes of 

"blancs sanglots" in 29 
Apparition , and the final 

line of the poem: "Neiger de blancs bouquets d'etoiles 

parfumees," brings together both colour and perfume. 

Baudelaire also brings together the different senses 

to create the effect of another world: 

Il est des parfums frais comme des chairs d'enfants, 
Doux comme les hautbois, verts comme les prairies

130 

In this verse he establishes a correspondance between 

olfactory, tactile~auditory and visual stimuli through 

word examples with which each is undeniably associated: 

perfume, baby skin, oboes and green prairies. 

Like Baudelaire, Picasso uses colours repeatedly; they 

can be seen, for example in the nonsensical portions 

of dialogue in Act I of Les Quatre Petites Filles. 

The interest here, however, is in the repetition of 

the colour names, and in combining and re-combining 

colours as if they were on an artist's palette. Some-

times the colours are associated with things in nature 

which exhibit the colour named, showing that it is 

the real value of the colour which he is denoting, 

or its infinite variety: "le bleu, l'azur, le bleu 

du blanc, le bleu du rose, le bleu lilas, le bleu du 

Apparition , in Twelve French Poets, p. 223. 

Correspondances in Les Fleurs du Mal, p. 23. 
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jaune, le bleu du rouge, le bleu citron, le bleu 

orange", and s.o on. But, in Any case, in Picasso's Dlay 

the colours are not given other connotations as in 

symbolist poetry. 

As well as looking backward at symbolism, Picasso's 

play shows his awareness of contemporary writers. The 

most obvious carry-over is the technique of automatic 

writing advocated by Surrealist spokesman Andre Breton. 

He urged writers to put down words as quickly as thsy 

come without any preconceived subject in mind, writing 

so quickly that it would not be possible to remember 

what had gone before. One should not be tempted to 

re-read, or make corrections, because in this way the 

subconscious mind could reveal itself.
31 

The illogicality of fantasy passages in Les Quatre 

Petites Filles recalls this style of writing with its 

images heaped on images with no interconnection. A 

typical example is the soliloquy which opens Act IV. 

The dialogue, as has already been pointed out, do es not 

relate to the actions taking place. Although certain 

words are paired through their phonetic similarity, 

"d'acres" and "d'ocres" for examples, the passage jumps 

Anna Balakian theorizes that Breton's idea was actually formu­
lated by Dr. Pierre Janet, professor of psychiatric medicine 
whose text L'automatisme psychologique was used at the time 
of Breton's medical studies. Janet experimented with automatic 
writing as a therapeutic and exploratory technique in mentally 
ill patients. 
Anna Balakian, Andre Breton: Magus of Surrealism: Oxford 
University Press, 1971, in Annabelle Melzer Latest Rage the 
Big Drum (Michigan: UMI Research Press,1980) p. 169. 
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from image to image with no transference, and no 

logical interpretation is possible. 

Although not as illogical as Picasso's writing, the 

prose poetry of his friend Maz Jacob is remarkably 

similar in style. Consider: 

0 les vivalves! nous en avons vu une 
tapisserie: c'etait comme les plumes 
de paons a l'endroit qu'elles font 
l'oeuf, mais cela phosphorescent dans 
le diament de son ivoire blanc et puis 
le violet etait plus pale. 32 

The images all describe the oyster and the poem there-

fore is not difficult to understand in spite of th~ 

jumps in thought. The interest is in the words, and 

in the colours and textures they describe.Whether 

Breton or Picasso actually wrote spontaneously is 

open to question; the idea of allowing subsconscious 

thought to be recorded is rewarded by the kind of 

fantasy produced in Picasso's play. Jacob was able 

to use these free associations to his advantage in 

creating poetic images. Jacob's poetry is perhaps the 

model for other poetic devices found in Picasso's play. 

Similarities between the revolving play on words are 

numerous. For example, Jacob's prose poetry of 1916 

accents this device: 

Comme un bateau est le poete age 
ainsi qu'un dahlia, le poeme etage 
Dahlia! Dahlia! que Dalila lia 33 

Max Jacob, Le Carnet a des, p. 69. 

Ibid. p. 65. 
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or 

Le toi, c'est quatre, quatre, quatre: il 
y en a quatre. Le perron est une pelouse 
que nous operons et qui les jalouse. Les 
toits sont amarante: reflet d'orage! rage! 
rage! et l'ensemble est en sucre, en stuc, 
en r u ch e , mo ch e , r i ch e . 34 
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In the same way, Picasso's revolving use of "l'amour", 

"la mort", "la vie", in Act IV is sequential, making 

the phonetic qualities of the words equal in importance 

to their semantic values. Juxtapositions of "l'amour", 

"la mort", and "la vie", or "perron" and "pelouse", 

"orage" and "rage" and "sucre", "stuc", "ruche", "moche" 

and "riche" yield pattern as well as message, and the 

combinations are thus shown to be not as illogical as 

their disparity would suggest. These hidden meanings 

which are only revealed through such unlikely combina-

tions were the sort of inner revelations sought by the 

surrealists. In Jules Romain's Knock, the protagonist 

asks his patient: "Est-ce que ~a vous chatouille, ou 

est-ce que ~a vous gratouill~35 The answer is unimpor-

tant. It is the question which reveals the doctor as 

a charlatan because of its silly rhyme. 

The surrealists went further in their use of word patterns 

Ibid., p. 68. 

Knock ou Le triomphe de la Medecine (Paris: Galli.mard, 19 7 7) II,i. 
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and juxtapositioning of words; lists become a logi-

cal extension of this technique. In Ubu Roi, Alfred 

Jarry is able to incorporate lists into meaningful 

dialogue: 

Pere Ubu: "Tiens! Polognard, soulard, batard, 
hussard, tartare, calard, cafard, 
mouchard, savoyard, communard" 36 

The words are linked by their common suffix in a logical 

progression; it is the illogicality of their meanings 

which reveals the speaker as a bombastic fool, and the 

absurdity of such speech from the mouth of a king gives 

the play a sense of fantasy. A comparison of food lists 

from Ubu Roi and Les Quatre Petites Filles reveals a 

striking similarity in their presentation; a mix of 

real and fantasy. 

Ubu Roi (Act I, scene iii) 

soupe polonaise 

cotes de rastron 

veau 

poulet 

pate de chi.:n 

croupions de dinde 

charlotte russe 

bombe 

salade 

fruits 

dessert 

Alfred Jarry, Ubu Roi, V, ii. 

Les Quatre Petites Filles (Act IV) 

belle friture de goujon 

plat de gnocchi 

douce pissaladiere 

voix claire de linge tendu 

tranche de melon 

lait d'amande douce 

raisin 

figues 

laitue 

or fondu 

olives noires 
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Ubu roi (cont'd) Les Quatre Petites Filles (cont'd 

bouilli 

topinambours 

choux-fleurs a la 

mer de 

grappe de rires 

vert-jus d'etoiles 

naissantes 

The important difference is in the use of the lists. 

Mere Ubu is asked what she is serving for dinner. The 

list is her answer. Picasso's list does not relate to 

the action of the play and is merely an absurd collect-

ion of fragments. The real foods, or grocery lists or 

household accounts correspond to real materials in 

collage. At most, through the connotations of the 

items, the tone can be changed; and like Jarry's list, 

their absurdity imparts a comic flavour of a list 

without purpose and demonstrates the <ladaist revolt 

against social order. Tzara's play, La Premiere aven-

ture celeste de M'Antipyrine includes a list very 

similar to Picasso's 

quatre cents chevaux soixante chameaux 
trois cents peaux de zibeline cinq cents 
peaux d'hermine 
son mari est malade 
vingt peaux de renards jaunes trois peaux 
de chelizun 
cent peaux de renards blancs et jaune ... 37 

37 T · T M A . . ristan zara, r. nt1pyr1ne, p. 78-9. 
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Tzara proposed a different version of automatic 

writing. His method was to cut apart the words in 

a news article and shake them up in a bag. On being 

taken out one by one, the words were copied down to 

make a composition. Tzara was interested in the 

chance element, rather than the revelations of sub-

conscious thoughts. His static poetry used words 

on placards placed on chairs, the chairs being moved 

about to change the word order again and again. This 

rotation of a given number of words is not unlike 

Picasso's juggling of "l'amour, la mart et la vie" 

in combination with different forms of "rire" in Act IV. 38 

Language using images of excrement such as "Tartine 

don~e de merde" (Act V, p. 41) is also reminiscent 

of Jarry, Tzara or Max Jacob. In the hands of these 

writers the shock value of such dialogue was a protest 

against social order and was an effort to liberate 

poetry and drama from social restrictions. Picasso 

uses it to give authenticity by reproducing the sort 

of bathroom language used by children. In any case, 

while the word "me rdre." elicited a react ion from au-

diences in 1896, a half century of such expletives 

would certainly have diluted their effect. 

The static poem was one of five literary experiments performed 
by Tzara before a cabaret audience in 1916. Other poems were: 
a gymnastic poem, a concert of vowels, a bruitist poem and 
a vowel poem. 
Georges Huguet, L'Aventure Dada quoted by Annabelle Melzer in 
Latest Rage: the Big Drum, p. 69. 
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iii) Structure 

Like the medieval mysteres popular in Provence during 

the 15th century, the movement of this play derives 

not from a narrative but on gestures, song, costumes 

and settings which constitute finally its message. 

This dramatic form is appropriate for performances 

which would have taken place outdoors, perhaps in a 

town square, where some of the dialogue would not be 

heard by the crowd. In any case the prose-poetry 

used in Les Quatre Petites Filles imparts little that 

cannot be deduced from other means. 

The gestures which convey the plot content of the 

play are a series of tableaux: 

Act I Act II Act II 

Celebration crucifixion atonement 

Act III Act IV Act IV 

Act II 

burial 

Act V 

purgatory 

Act VI 

grace 

Act VI 

resurrection human birth 

Act VI 

temptation resistance sanctity. 

These tableaux form a cyclical pattern, or rather, 

two cyclical patterns: the first four acts are analo­

gous to Christ's life, and the remaining two acts 

relate an idealized human existence. 

The characters are not developed individually; the 

speech of little girls one, two and four being indis-

tinguishable one from another. The only differentiation 

is between the third little girl and the others - she 
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being a Christ substitute the others must follow. 

Her call "c;a y est" is a sign which gives her· a 

separate identity and underlines her association 

with God. A diagram of metalanguage indicates the 

prevailing patterns of discourse: 

QO 
Q 

Separate monologues 

OR 

One monologue in 3 voices 

The lack of interrelated dialogue, however, is overcome 

by its ~rong lyric qualities which we have pointed out. 

This style of prose-poetry complements the pageantry 

given the play by its tableaux of gestures. 

With the symmetry of baroque music, the subject of the 

play, the ephemerality of childhood, runs counterpoint 

to the thematic material. The theme is introduced in 

the opening song: "Nous n'irons plus au bois" signalling 

the end of childhood, and as the song continues: "En-

trans dans la danse" denotes the beginning of a new 

period. This light-hearted nursery song is balanced 

After the schema of Pavis. 
Patrice Pavis, pictionnaire du Theatre (Paris: Editions 
Sociales, 1980). p. 371. 
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by the drinking song of the boys in the last act, 

a song which portends: a h.arsh adult world. Between 

these two poles fragmented details are scattered, 

covering the play's surface with songs, dances, mi­

micry, fantasy and humour. 

This cubist fragmentation is enhanced by the contrasts 

which present the multiple viewpoints characteristic 

of this art. Infantile humour portrays the world of 

the child, while violence, black humour, parody and 

images of death indicate his inevitable passage into 

adulthood. Act II's coup de th~&tre in which the 

third little girl dominates both action and dialogue 

is countered by her withdrawal from the rest of the 

play; her absence is emphasized by her calls of 

"<;a y est". Mythical winged creatures appear through-

out, invoking fantasy as well as foreboding. The en-

chanting garden setting of the last act is violated 

by a plundering serpent. This dichotomy is also pre-

sent in the costuming: bright dresses as opposed to 

total nudity when the children's vulnerability is 

underlined by enclosing them in a cage (Act III). 

Certain elements remain which do not belong to the 

contrasting categories but which act as unifying 

threads. 

dialogue. 

The predominant example is the nonsense 

Fantasy passages appear in every act, 

sometimes interspersed with discourse. In Act I the 

third little girl begins, "Arrangez-vous comme vous 
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voudrez ... "before going off on a tangent. The line 

is taken up by the fourth little girl, "Arrangez-vous 

to us les fleurs ... " before abandoning the idea. Fi­

nally the first little girl develops the idea, "Arran­

gez-vous, arrangez-vous la vie." and continues, "Moi, 

j'enveloppe la craie de mes envies du manteau dechire 

et plein de taches de l'encre noire coulant a gorge 

ouverte des mains aveugles cherchant la bouche de la 

plaie." What begins as a child imitating a teacher 

is developed into a more meaningful statement, almost 

hidden by the nonsense which surrounds it. Thus the 

surface pattern formed by nonsensical dialogue must 

be closely observed to perceive the cogent remarks 

within. Here in literary form is the harlequin, his 

silhouette disguised by his costume. 

Lists of items also become a kind of surface texture. 

The recitation of related words, objects, colours, 

foods and numbers can create varying moods (as has 

been previously discussed) and becomes almost poetic 

because of its frequency. The final speech of the 

play combines poetry and banality - surface and subli­

minal message. 

As we have seen by the foregoing discussion, cubist 

ideas in dramatic form can be identified within the 

play's traditionally-inspired framework. However, 

while the distribution of fragmented information 

allows balance and continuity, it also alters the 



play's message beyond recognition. Coh~sion is 

gained at the expense of comprehension, a literary 

example of the old struggle between structure and 

representation. The oscillating images of cubist 
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painting find their counterpart in the blurred 

projection of the characters: does the author portray 

four little girls or only one child whose image is 

refracted through a prism? Cubist technique provides 

a shifting viewpoint revealing two perspectives in 

the parody of a letter: their mocking imitation is 

equalled by the parental condescension. Itemized 

lists and lyric passages show minutiae balanced with 

extravagant vision. 

The more philosophical tone found in cubist works 

bordering on political activism, can be seen as well. 

The juxtaposition of real and unreal, sense and non­

sense, sacred and profane, tranquillity and violence 

are a parody of real life through personal references, 

contrasts in language and emotional leaps. The cu-

hists' disrespect for institutions and their loathing 

of sham are manifested in the travesty of religious 

rites or education by rote. This concern for real 

issues gives the play a sense of commitment. Trans-

cribing facets of real life into works of art marks 

the pivotal function of cubism. In citing the value 

of this artistic movement for its fertility rather 

than its destructiveness, Kamber remarks: 
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11 Janus-like, its practioners gaze in"two directions: 

toward a past century of literary and artistic con-

ventions and toward an era of changing preoccupations 

and dynamic expression.40 

In its traditional formality of structure and cubist 

orientation, Les Quatre Petites Filles can be seen 

to look both ways. 

Gerald Kamber, Max Jacob and the Poetics of Cubism. 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1971), p.53. 
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( e) Conclusion 

41 

In Les Quatre Petites Filles Picasso gives the 

spectator a glimpse of creation through the play of 

children, for his play is an allegorical treatment of 

childhood in which he draws parallels between innocence 

and experience, heaven and earth, spiritual and temporal. 

Halfway between infancy and adulthood, his little girls 

exist in an idyllic setting which is both earthly and 

divine. They are neither the choir of angels they appear 

to be in Act I, nor the diabolical brats they seem in 

Act IV. Their lyrical language is the music of the spheres 

which will quickly fade into dogmatic monotony. 

Picasso is re-creating in dramatic form a dome by 

Tiepolo, an unending frieze of naughty putti echoing the 

life patterns of all mankind. In his cubist technique, 

as in real life, details circulate as haphazardly as 

letters in a bowl of alphabet soup. In drama as in paint-

ing, cubist forces are at work. "This sense of multiple 

relationships was the core of cubism's modernity. It de-

clared that all visual experience could be set forth as 

a shifting field that included the onlooker. 1141 We relate 

to Picasso's play because like the spectator viewing 

Tiepolo's dome, we are part of the story. 

In rendering a universal subject in cubist terms, 

From a review of the 1980 retrospective exhibition at the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, entitled The Show of Shows, 
Picasso modernism's father, comes home to MOMA, Time Magazine, 
5 October, 1983,p. 126. 
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Picasso has avoided the dogmatis"m and didacticism which 

dominate the mystere. He has created instead a ritual 

that romps with colour and life, a pageant presented with 

childish gracelessness. For in the hands of Picasso a 

chain of paper dolls can be made to remind us that children 

are the gift of heaven. 
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CONCLUSION 

Because cubism was a philosophy which changed artistic 

representation of reality, Picasso's art and his presence in 

the theatre world served as a catalyst in all aspects of dra-

matic art. The extent of his influence is difficult to assess 

clearly, yet the diffusion of cubist ideas can be traced not 

only in theatre art, but in dramaturgy, choreography and music. 

The most easily recognized technique that resulted from 

this artist's philosophy was collage, which can be readily 

identified in the writing of surrealist dramatists whose work 

has been cited, as well as in the choreography of Massine, and 

the music of Satie, as we have shown. 

result from other cubist benchmarks. 

More subtle effects 

For example, acknowledging 

the validity of the medium itself freed dramatists from repre­

sentational demands and unleashed a flow of inspired fantasy. 

With the picture plane of the proscenium a concept of the past, 

interaction between actor and audience could add a fourth di-

mension to the stage. Simultaneism can be seen in the episodic 

diegesis of dadaist and surrealist drama. Moreover, cubism's 

representation of reality in non-realistic forms encouraged 

dramatists to examine political and social solutions through 

absurd and comic guises. Picasso's art provides a new means 

of expression for Jarry's College de Pataphysioue, as well as 

techniques for surrealism's revelations of the unconscious. 

The influences are nevertheless more diffuse than direct com-

parison would suggest. The first idea, the objective presentation 



of reality without attempting representation of realism 

resulted in: 

using subjects from contemporary life 

synthesis of visual data 

concealment of form beneath surf ace 
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fragmentation, representation as opposed to structure 

simultaneism, contrasts and multiple viewpoints 

collage, real and unreal, intertextual references. 

non-reality of stage. (See Chart I, page 16Q 

Chart I outlines the different properties of cubism and 

cites a specific work or technique which demonstrates the use 

of the conc2pt. As well, the specific aspect for which the 

work is cited is indicated within the Jines Certain tech-

niques, such as the synthesis of visual data, are pertinent 

only to the visual arts. However, the diversity of the list 

which includes dramaturgy, decor, gestures, costumes, poetry, 

choreography and music, is truly remarkable. 

Picasso's contribution to the theatre as a decorator re-

mains unique. Although as a cubist artist his decors were ex-

pected to scandalize, he was nevertheless provocative only 

with good purpose. More importantly, he drew tlu•atrc art and 

dramaturgy away from the traditional realism into the world 

of deliberate non-reality. He solved theatre problems with 

simple artistic answers inst~~J of mechanical gimmicks. 

Mixing reality with illusion for example, he could provide 

an ingenious solution for Cuadro Flamenco, where a stage-within-
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a-stage turned a rag-tag group of improvisational dancers into 

a theatre production. Each set conveyed a sense of time and 

place without attempting to be realistic. Moreover, their non-

reality was an important contribution tu the artistic impact of 

each production. His structure-costumes in Parade and Mercure 

underlined the non-reality of the stage and were the first 

cubist sculptures, providing a living link between the theatre 

and the art world. 

The productions of Les Ballets Russes offering public expo-

sure and talented collaborators, no doubt hastened the acceptance 

of cubist art so that the proliferation and transfusion of cubist 

ideas into other media became possible. This is the final acknow-

ledgement of Picasso's greatness, for, as his friend Cocteau 

wrote of him, "Un grand homrae est contagieux."] 

Because Picasso's work as a theatre designer came early in 

the century, it had a grett impact on both dramaturgy and theatre 

design. His own plays, which did not appear until 1941 and 1948, 

merely follow the trends begun in 1917 without breaking new 

ground. Nevertheless, Picasso's plays provide an insight into 

cubist techniques applied to poetry and drama. With his artist's 

eye for the visual impact of gesture, costume and decor, it is 

understandable that he made use of this aspect of drama for 

diegesis; in Les Quatre Petites Filles he relies entirely en a 

series of tableaux. Although Picasso's two Plays push compre-

hension to the limit, they are an invaluable resource for the 

1 
Jean Cocteau, Le Rappel a l'~rdre, Oeuvres Completes, IX 
(Geneve: Marguerat, 1950), p. 213. 
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APPENDIX I 

List of Productions to which Picasso Contributed. 

Date and place of first performance are given where possible. 

Parade (1917) 

Ballet by Jean Cocteau and Leonide Massine 

Music by Erik Satie 

Curtain, decor and costumes by Picasso 

Created by Les Ballets Russes, Serge Diaghilev, May 18, 1917, 

Theatre du Chatelet, Paris. 

Le Tricorne (1919) 

Ballet by Leonide Massine, story by Alarcon 

Music by Manuel de Falla 

Curtain, decor and costumes by Picasso 

Created by Les Ballets Russes, Serge Diaghilev, July 22, 1919, 

Alhambra Theatre, London 

Pulcinella (1920) 

Ballet by Leonide Massine from Commedia dell'Arte play 

Music by Igor Stravinsky after Pergolese 

Decor and costumes by Picasso 

Created by Les Ballets Russes, Serge Diaghilev, May 15, 1920, 

Theatre National de l'Opera, Paris. 



Cuadro Flamenco (1921) 

Suite of Eight traditionallndalusian dances 

Music provided by flamenco guitarists 

Decor and costumes by Picasso 

Produced by Serge Diaghilev, May 22, 1921,, 

Theatre de la Gaite-Lyrique, Paris 

L'Apres-Midi d'un Faune (1922) 

Ballet by Vaslav Nijinsky 

Music by Claude Debussy 

Backdrop by Picasso 

New production by Les Ballets Russes, Serge Diaghilev, 

of 1912 ballet 

Antigone (1922) 

Tragedy by Jean Cocteau, after Sophocles 

Decor by Picasso 

Created by Charles Dullin 

Mercure (1924) 

Ballet by Leonide Massine 

Music by Erik Satie 

Curtain, decor and costumes by Picasso 
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Created by Comte Etienne de Beaumont for Les Soirees de Paris, 

May 17 or June 15, 1924, 

Theatre de la Cigale, Paris 



Le Train Bleu (1924) 

Ballet by Jean Cocteau and Bronislava Nijinska 

Music by Darius Milhaud 

Curtain by Picasso 

Decor by Laurens 

Costumes by Gabrielle Chanel 

163 

Created by Les Ballets Russes, Serge Diaghilev, June 20, 1924, 

Theatre des Champs-Elysees, Paris 

Le 14 Juillet (1936) 

Play by Romain Rolland 

Curtain by Picasso 

Presented by La Maison de la Culture 

Andromaque (1944) 

Tragedy by Racine 

Sceptre by Picasso 

Le Rendez-vous (1945) 

Ballet by Jacques Frevert and Roland Petit 

Music by Pierre Kosma 

Curtain by Picasso 

Decor by Brassai, costume by Mayo 

Created by Les Ballets des Champs-Elysees, Boris Koehne, 

June 15, 1945, 

Theatre Sarah Bernhardt, Paris 



Oedipe Roi (1947) 

Tragedy by Sophocles 

Decor by Picasso 

Presented by Pierre Blanchar 

Chant Funebre (1953) 

Poem by Garcia Lorca 

Decor by Picasso 

LrApres-Midi d'un Faune (1960) 

Ballet by Lifar after Nijinsky 

Curtain by Picasso 

Executed for the Paris Opera first performed at 

Le Theatre du Capitole, Toulouse, 1965 

Icare (1962) 

Ballet by Serge Lifar 

Curtain and decor by Picasso 

Paris Opera production 

Les Passions Contraires (1963) 

Play by Georges Soria 

Backdrop by Picasso 
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APPENDIX II 

Chronological Summary of Picasso's Life 

Picasso born October 25, 1881, Malaga, Spain 

baptized Pablo Ruiz Picasso. 

1888-89 

1899-

1900-

1901-

1902-

1904-

1905-

1906-

earliest painting Picador 

at Els Quatre Gats, an artist cafe, meets poet 

Sabartes, pholosopher and critic Eugenio Oro, 

painter-playwrite Santiago Rusinol. Becomes 

familiar with work of Steinlen and Toulouse-Lautrec. 

comes to Barcelona 

comes to Paris with Casagemas another artist 

meets Max Jacob 

Sabartes comes to Paris 

Suicide of Casagemas 

shares room with Max Jacob 

meets Fernande Olivier 

resides in Bateau Lavoir - Andre Salmon is a 

neighbour 

meets Apollinaire 

meets Rilke 

two paintings bought by Gertrude Stein, who becomes 

friend 

Portrait of Gertrude Stein 

meets Derain 

meets Matisse 



1907-

1908-

1909-

1911-

1912-

1914-

1915-

1916-

1917-

1918-

meets Kahnweiler 

meets Braque 
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Suicide of Wiegels in Bateau Lavoir 

party for Douanier Rousseau attended by Apollinaire, 

Marie Laurencin, Salmon, Braque, Stein 

moves to Blvd de Clichy 

Paints in Ceret with Braque 

Fernande Olivier replaced by Eva Gouel (Ma Jolie) 

Braque makes first collage 

Sees Derain and Braque off to war. 

Baptism of Max Jacob, Picasso is godfather. 

Jean Cocteau, on leave, visits Picasso's studio 

with composer Edgar Varese 

Death of Eva Gouel. Max Jacob and Juan Gris go to 

cemetary with Picasso. 

Apollinaire wounded. 

Invited to participate in Parade, meets Diaghilev, 

Sa tie 

Blaise Cendrars is introduced 

to Rome with Cocteau 

meets Olga Koklova 

Apollinaire coins word "sur-realisme" 

Wedding of Apollinaire-Picasso and Vollard are 

witnesses 

July 12 - wedding of Picasso and Olga - Cocteau, 

Max Jacob and Apollinaire are witnesses 

Nov. 9 - Apollinaire dies 



1919-

1920-

1921-

1922-

1923-

1924-

1925-

1926-
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Cocteau publishes Ode a Picasso 

Blaise Cendrars publishes Pourquoi le "Cube" s'effrite? 

goes to London for Tricorne 

First dada manifestation. Andre Salmon, Max Jacob, 

Aragon, Cocteau, Breton and Tzara participate. 

Works on Pulcine1J..a.. 

Feb. 4 birth of Paulo 

Cuadro ~F~lamenco 

Max Jacob leaves for monastery 

Tzara pamphlet says that as long as Braque, Picasso 

and Gris are working, cubism lives. 

Antigone by Jean Cocteau. 

"Soiree du Coeur a Barbe" - films by Hans Richter and 

Man Ray, Music by Satie, Milhaud, Stravinsky and Auric 

Coeur a Gaz by Tzara - evening ends in riot. 

"Hommage a Picasso" in Paris-Journal signed by Aragon, 

Auric, Andre Boiffard, Breton, Desnos, Joseph Deltiel, 

Max Ernst, Francis Gerard, Max Morise, Pierre Naville, 

Benj. Peret, Francis Poulenc, Soupault, Roger Vitrac. 

Mercure 

Train Bleu 

Reverdy's Picasso in N.R.F. 

Death of Satie 

Breton publishes Le Surrealisme et la peintu~ naning 

Picasso in cause of surrealism 

Diaghilev sells Tricorne curtain and Cuadro Flamenco 

set 



1927-

1930-

1933-

1935-

1936-

1937-

1940-

1941-

1942-

1943-

1944-

meets Marie-Therese Walter 

death of Gris 
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Gertrude Stein's Dix Portraits includes Picasso's 

Jung essay on Picasso and relation of fragmentation 

to schizophrenia 

Minotaure - surrealist magazine 

Marie-Therese gives birth to Maia 

Sabartes becomes Picasso's secretary 

Portrait of Paul Eluard 

Curtain for 14 Juillet 

Summers with Penross, Man Ray~ Eluard, Rene Char and 

Dora Maar. 

Dream and Lie of Franco etching with poem. 

Guernica 

Picasso to Royan 

August - returns to Paris 

Gallery of Picasso's dealer, Rosenberg is confiscated 

writes first play 

Eluard joins communist party 

meets Fran~oise Gilot 

Arrest of Desnos, dies in German camp 

Arrest of Jacob, dies in Draney 

performance of Le Desir attrape par la queue at 

Leiris' apartment 

liberation, Picasso sees Eluard, Aragon and other 

friends from Resistance 

joins Communist party 



1945-

1946-

1947-

1948-

1949-

1950-

1952-

1953-

1954-

1955-

1958-

1961-

visited by Andre Malraux 

Le Rendez-vous 

meets Fran~oise Gilot 

death of Gertrude Stein 

Breton snubs Picasso because of his communism 

Nusch Eluard dies (she was circus acrobat in her 

youth) 

Birth of Claude 

Oedipus Rex. 

Writes Les Ouatre Petites Filles 

Visite a Picasso - film 

Paloma born 
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Attends World Peace Conference in Sheffield, England 

Receives Lenin Peace Prize 

death of Eluard 

meets Jacqueline Roque 

death of Derain 

death of Matisse 

death of Maurice Raynal 

death of Henri Laurens 

death of Olga 

filming of Le Myst~re Picasso 

Icarus mural for UNESCO 

monument by Picasso to Apollinaire dedicated 

marries Jacqueline Roque 

second Lenin Peace Prize 

ballet Icare, Picasso designs decor 



1963-

1965-

1966-

1967-

1968-

1973-

death of Braque 

death of Cocteau 

Picasso et le Theatre exhibition in Toulouse 

death of Breton 

Hommage a Picasso exhibition opened by Malraux 

refuses Legion of Honour 

death of Sabartes 

death of Picasso at Mougins, April 8. 
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